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Preface

Visit Flanders strongly believes in the actual positive social impacts 
of holidays. The many testimonies of the users of the Holiday Partici-
pation Centre emphasises just how much value a holiday can bring.  
A break from routine, the children having a great time, parents re-
charging their batteries – these are all elements in the value of holidays. 

It is important for everyone to experience a change in environment, 
to find rest and relaxation and to find new energy. Holidays are 
longed for – and often remembered many years afterwards. Holi-
days are a need – for everyone.

The Holiday Participation Centre is now 12 years old, and since its 
creation much has changed. The organisation is keen to continu-
ously monitor and evaluate its operations, as this is a key way to 
optimise its services towards its many partner organisations, from 
holiday providers to its potential clients.

This research notebook provides an overview in the changes and 
evolutions the Holiday Participation Centre has experienced in re-
cent years. It follows the notebook of 2008. This publication shows 
the evolution of the organisation over time, collects stories and testi-
monies of a range of stakeholders, and maps future directions. 

Over one thousand people have in some way contributed to this 
notebook. They participated in focus groups, questionnaires or  
telephone interviews. Our heartfelt thanks go out to all of them. We 
also wish to thank Steven Valcke, researcher for Visit Flanders, 
Steven Derthoo, our graphic designer and Gudrun Willems, the pro-
ject officer within the Holiday Participation Centre, for all their hard 
work and commitment. 

We also thank the Holiday Participation Centre team and Dr Lynn 
Minnaert for providing input in this publication. Special thanks go to  
everyone who works in the tourism industry or for a social organisation 
– the volunteers as well. Without their commitment, our effort would 
be useless.  

Peter De Wilde, CEO Visit Flanders
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1.  Introduction

In 2013, The Holiday Participation Centre celebrated its 12th birthday: as an organisation, it has thus 
matured beyond its infancy. Since 2001, The Holiday Participation functions as an intersection where 
supply and demand are matched: a platform where  social organisations and holiday providers meet, 
and where they – together – make holidays and day trips possible for a growing number of partici-
pants, who are often socially excluded. The growth of the Holiday Participation Centre becomes clear 
when we look at the strong increase in the number of holidaymakers that participates in day trips, 
group holidays, family holidays and organised holidays each year: in 2001 only 752 holidaymakers 
were reached, in 2012 more than 100.000 holidaymakers participated. A figure to be proud of!

In 12 years, several changes took place. Not only the number of participants has grown; The Holiday 
Participation Centre started as a fairly unknown, regional phenomenon, but grew out to be an orga-
nisation that functions as an example in Europe and in the world. This notebook provides an insight 
into this evolution. It is the successor of the notebook of 2008 (‘Holidays are for everyone’): the im-
plementations of its research findings are discussed thoroughly and will be complemented with new 
data. This notebook answers the following questions: What does poverty look like in 2013? Who are 
the holidaymakers that make use of the Holiday Participation Centre? Who are the holiday operators? 
Why is the Holiday Participation Centre unique in Europe? What does the future look like for the Holi-
day Participation Centre?

In this notebook, we combine all the figures that we have collected since the last notebook in 2008, with 
stories and testimonies from participants, holiday operators, social organisations and other partners 
that are making the Holiday Participation Centre successful. Together, they provide an impression of 
the different facets of the Holiday Participation Centre. And they determine its course for the following 
years. It will be an exciting journey for the Holiday Participation Centre (and for the holidaymakers)!

Dr. Lynn Minnaert

This notebook was edited by Dr Lynn Minnaert, Clinical Assistant Professor at the Preston Robert Tisch Centre 
for Hospitality, Tourism, and Sports Management of New York University. Her main research interest is social 
sustainability in tourism (social tourism) and events (the Olympic Games and conferences). Lynn has published 
widely on social tourism and has conducted research in this field in different countries and with different target 
groups (disadvantaged families, teenage mothers, women affected by domestic violence). 
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2.  In context

2.1. Poverty in Europe, Belgium and Flanders

Since the last notebook, published in 2008, European society changed thoroughly. The financial crisis 
that affects the continent has put poverty and social exclusion high on the political agenda. One of the 
aims of Europe 2020, the growth strategy of the European Union, is to protect 20 million Europeans 
from the risk of poverty and social exclusion before 2020 (http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020).

In the last years, however, the number of persons at risk of poverty and social exclusion increased:  
from 23.6% of Europeans in 2008, until 24.2% in 2011. Even though with 21%, the number for Belgium 
is below the European average, it still means that 1 out of 5 Belgians can be grouped into this risk 
category:
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European statistics indicate that the number of people in poverty has slowly increased since 2007 
– In Belgium, the increase already started in 2006 (Eurostat 2013a). Moreover, the Belgium number 
of long-term unemployment is high compared to its neighbouring countries: the European average 
percentage of the population (0-59 years) that lives in a family where adults are working less than 
20% of the time, was 10% in 2011. In Belgium, this was 13.7%.  Neighbouring countries, such as the 
Netherlands, France and Germany have lower percentages with respectively 8.7%, 9.3% and 11.1% 
(Eurostat 2013b).
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A report in 2010 (Vandenbroucke, 2012) indicated that 15,3% of the Belgium population was living in 
poverty in the same year. (The measure that is used for monetary poverty is the threshold of 60% 
of the median net equivalent income. This equalises 1.656.800 people). This means that 15,3% of 
the population was living in a household that did not have a net income of 12.005 € per year – or 
approximately 1000 € per month for a single person and 25.209 € per year or 2.101 € per month for a 
family consisting of two adults and two children (http://www.armoedebestrijding.be/cijfers_aantal_
armen.htm). Life for people in poverty in Belgium and Flanders did not improve in 2012. The cost 
of living increased and the financial pressure on these families continued to rise. People living on 
benefits or on one income experienced severe difficulties. Moreover, numbers showed that people 
living above the poverty line were experiencing difficulties as well (Poverty barometer 2013). Child 
poverty in Flanders equally continued to rise: 9,7% of the children born in 2012, were born in an 
underprivileged family. 10,4% of adolescents are living in poverty (Poverty barometer 2013). Belgium 
takes the fifth last place in the UNICEF world rankings for child poverty (www.unicef.be).

In Flanders, a poverty level of 9,8% was noted, but in Wallonia this number rises to 19,2%. The poverty 
in Wallonia is traditionally higher than in Flanders, but this gap is getting larger each year. The poverty 
levels in Wallonia are now almost twice as high as those in Flanders. Seven years ago the number of 
people living in poverty in Flanders was 11,4% as opposed to 17,1% in Wallonia. The growing gap is 
due to the higher number of unemployed people and the larger percentage of unskilled youngsters in 
Wallonia. Separate numbers about Brussels are not known, but according to the Poverty Barometer, 
a poverty level of 30% should be considered.

European poverty statistics often refer to the indicator ‘severe material deprivation’. This indicator 
describes the situation of people who cannot afford goods or services that are considered essential 
when living a decent live in Europe. Poverty not only manifests itself financially, but is often 
accompanied by exclusion and deprivation on many other domains (e.g. employment, housing, health, 
education and social participation). The ability to take a holiday for one week is one of the elements in 
this indicator – this emphasises the cultural importance of a holiday in Europe.  

People with a ‘severe material deprivation’ are unable to afford at least 4 of the 9 following elements:

1 Paying rent or recurring bills 

2  Heating their dwelling decently 

3  Afford unexpected expenses 

4  Eating meat, fish or an alternative rich in proteins every two days 

5  Going on holiday for one week once a year 

6  Buying a car  

7  Buying a washing machine  

8 Buying a colour television 

9 Buying a phone 
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Poverty is more than a financial deficiency

Poverty is not only a question of income. Poverty is a network of social exclusions on different domains 
in life that are intertwined, such as education, employment, leisure, housing and health…

‘Poverty is a network of social exclusions that extends several areas of the individual and collective 
existence. It separates the poor from the general accepted ways of living in society. They cannot 
bridge this gap by themselves’. ‘This gap can only be overcome when society appeals to the psycho-
logical capital of people in poverty and their surroundings. Society is making financial, social and 
cultural capital accessible to them.’ (Vrancken, ea, 2007).

According to this indicator 5,7% of the population suffers a severe material deprivation. The percen-
tage of Flemish people that is not able to afford one week’s holiday, has risen to 19,6% in 2012. For 
children, this rises to 21,7% (Poverty monitor 2013). The number of people the Holiday Participation 
Centre reaches has been selected as a secondary indicator for the category “Society” by the barometer 
of poverty in 2013  (Poverty monitor 2013, 15).

Percentage of people suffering severe material deprivation
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“Everyone has experienced a moment of exclusion once, a moment or 
a period of not being able to belong somewhere. You have probably 
experienced this as well. Remember that moment, and feel what you felt 
then. Multiply this feeling by ‘1000’… and realise… that poverty is also 
about exclusion. Poverty is about not being able to participate in life.”

Toon De Rijck

executive of the Network against poverty 

2.2.  Child poverty

In 2011, 10% of Flemish children from 0 until 17 
years old were living in a household with an 
income below the poverty line (Poverty monitor 
2013). This equalises approximately 130.000 
children.

Some children are at higher risk to grow up in 
poverty than other children (Geerts ea. 2012). 
Determinative factors of risk are:

 - The age of the child: In Flanders, the risk of living 
in poverty is sensitively higher with younger 
children. 

 - The type of family where the child grows up 
with: most of the children, who are living below 
the poverty line, live in a family with only 
one parent or in a family with three or more 
children. The composition of the family highly 
determines which children have a higher risk of 
living in poverty. 

 - The (un)employment of adults within the family: 
The risk of living in poverty is lower for children 
whose parents are employed. Unemployment 
in the family strengthens the risk to grow up in 
poverty. In Flanders, 69% of children that grow 
up in a family where no one is working are living 
below the poverty line.

Child poverty has a considerable long-term 
impact (Geerts ea. 2012). Growing up in a poor 
family has far-reaching consequences for the 
well-being and the psycho-social development 
of the child. On a personal level, children are 
not always able to make up for the disadvantage 
they experienced during their first years of life. 
How children grow up, strongly affects their 
mental and physical health as adults... The 
cognitive, social and affective development of 
the individual as an adult is also influenced by the 
exposure to risks during childhood. Even when 
the conditions are positive at a later age, they will 
always be influenced by the consequences of low 
stimulation during the first years of life. 

Poverty during childhood is often accompanied 
by a delayed physical and mental development 
and therefore increases the chance live in poverty 
adult. Child poverty is likely to lead to adult 
poverty in a vicious cycle that can prove hard to 
escape. 

The severity of this situation has encouraged 
the Flemish government to make child poverty a 
policy priority from 2011.
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2.3.  The importance of holidays

In times of financial crisis and high unemployment, talking about a holiday may seem frivolous: even 
though the possibility to go on a holiday for one week has been used in European statistics as an 
indicator of “severe material deprivation”, holidays are considered by many people as a luxury item,, 
like a game console or a new smartphone: nice to have, but one can also live without it. In several 
European countries however, holidays are considered as something people have a fundamental need 
for, and as something that can add value to society: in these countries, ‘social tourism’ is a way to 
increase holiday participation. There are no social game consoles – this therefore means that tourism 
and the experience of a holiday occupy a special position. One can ask why a holiday is given this 
privileged position– what separates a holiday from a gadget or luxury item?

Tourism is often considered as an experience that contributes to general welfare. This contribution is 
often lengthier than the holiday itself – it starts before the holiday by looking forward, desiring and 
counting down to the day of departure, it also keeps on resonating when the holiday is over because of 
many beautiful memories that are still talked about years later. Autobiographical memories of positive 
events have been linked to positive self-image and to defining behavioural mechanisms to cope with 
adverse events, and hence enhance resilience (Williams et al 2008). In the field of positive psychology, 
the emotions that are linked to positive memories have been shown to have a beneficial impact on 
psychological adjustment, interpersonal relationship, flexible behaviour, life longevity and physical 
health (Philippe et al 2008). Holidays can play a vital role in generating these positive memories. 
Holidays contribute to the strengthening of people’s physical and mental resilience. Because of the 
quality ‘resilience’, one is more flexible in stressful situations. Someone with a resilient personality is 
capable of overcoming difficult and damaging situations.  

‘When I think of my childhood, I don’t remember much. I re-
member even less of what I learnt at school. But my holidays, 
those I remember. I have those locked in to my heart.’

Jacques

77 years old, holiday maker

 
The positive effects of a holiday can take various forms:

Relaxation and renovation: 

A holiday means a break from the routine, an escape from the daily environment and drudgery. On 
holiday, one has the chance to relax. It offers the possibility to see life in a different light, and to think 
about what is important, but is often overshadowed by daily responsibilities. (Recreation is a form of 
self-discovery – the word is indeed connected to the verb ‘to recreate’). On a holiday, one can recharge 
one’s batteries, so one can return home refreshed, energised and relaxed (Hazel 2004; Minnaert, 
Maitland & Miller 2009).

1
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Dieter

holidaymaker and young father, May 2013

‘To go on a real holiday means that you 
are also going on a mental and emo-
tional holiday; and you are allowing 
yourself a break. To achieve this, an 
environment is necessary where people 
can find their strength. A holiday desti-
nation has to empower people.’

‘On a holiday, you rediscover yourself. 
You do what you like to do, you realise 
what you appreciate in others. And 
you also get some physical rest, the 
chance to catch some sleep. It is like 
you remember again who you are.’

Lucie Evers

experience expert in poverty, March 2013

Prof. Dr. Peter Adriaenssens 

in Welfare and health magazine for Flanders, March 2013.

‘Children in poverty often show signs of neglect. Poor children who are educated 
by parents, who cannot compensate the consequences of poverty, have a higher 
chance that their brains remain underdeveloped. One can still intervene until the 
age of 6 and the process can then be reversed more or less. After this age, one is 
designated on other forms of remediation and the impact on the formation of the 
brains is smaller’. The parents of children living in poverty are also more worried, 
which prevent them to give their children enough attention. ‘Poverty has been 
considered as a social, humanitarian problem for a long time. It is not accepted 
in a civilised world. With that, the fight against poverty was placed in a context of 
charity. This gave us the privilege to decide over the amount and the means that 
should be spent on a problem that would otherwise exist forever.’ 

Mental and physical health: 

Rest and the ability to recharge one’s batteries are also important when it comes to mental and physi-
cal health. Scientific research shows that holidays can reduce the chance of stress-related disorders, 
such as cardio-vascular disease (McCabe 2009; Minnaert, Quinn, Griffen & Stacey 2010). This is very 
important for people in poverty: there is indeed a link between a bad health and poverty. 

Health surveys demonstrate that people who are living in worse circumstances or are lower on the 
social scale, have a shorter life expectancy (Central Bureau for Statistics, 2009). Even in prosperous 
regions such as Flanders, people’s health differs systematically according to one’s social position. 

2
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Hadil

Palestinian mother, May 2013

A group holiday has an added value. Hadil has already been to the seaside for 
some days with the children, but this is something completely else. ‘When I go 
on holiday with my children by myself, I have to make plans for a whole day, take 
care of the children, cooking. At family camp, the children were always busy. I 
could just sit with other people, talking and laughing, without any pressure. I did 
not worry for 6 days.’ There, Hadil found peace of mind. Because the children 
were always busy playing in their own group, she found some time for herself. 
She could leave her children in the acre of enthusiast volunteers. ‘I did not have 
to worry about the children. I trusted that they were safe and having fun. I strongly 
felt this care and safety, in everything the volunteers did.’

New experiences and skills: 

On a holiday, people often discover new places, and they participate in activities that they might not 
try at home. Examples are taking the bus or tram on the holiday destination, trying out a new hobby or 
the development of a new interest. All these experiences contribute to an increased self-esteem and 
hopeful, positive position towards other new experiences (Minnaert 2012).

4

Lucie Evers

experience expert in poverty, March 2013 

‘On a holiday, you can discover your talents and what you really want ,’ says Lucie 
Evers, experience expert in poverty and the founder of LUDI Educative store in 
Gent. Lucie is one of the first holidaymakers of the Holiday Participation Centre. 
‘The break that a holiday offers, strengthens people and can be the first step out 
of the poverty cycle.’

Social interactions and the strengthening of relationships:

On holiday, it is possible to meet new people. Sometimes these are fellow travellers; sometimes these 
are strangers at the same destination. Holidays are often an opportunity to make time for family mem-
bers, partners, and friends – to strengthen the ties and reconnect with each other. Group holidays are 
often the start of long-term friendships (Hazel 2004, Inkson & Minnaert 2012).

3
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Independence and self-confidence:5

Rita Rollenberg and her daughter Lesley

holidaymakers, February 2013

Rita Rollenberg has not had an easy life. A divorce turned her family upside down. 
She was forced to stay home because of an illness. She considers the moments 
of holidays, together with her children, important. During a family holiday at De 
Bosberg (Houthalen-Helchteren), her daughter Lesley was able to participate in 
the team of animation. One thing led to another.

Since then, Lesley goes to the Bosberg for three periods each year to work as an 
animator. She would like to become a remedial educationalist. Rita is very proud. 
She is really happy with the chances her daughter gets.

Because of these positive effects, holidays are sometimes considered as a deep human need, not as 
a luxury. In the ‘Declaration of Barcelona’ the European Economic and Social Commission (2006) has 
even described Tourism as a ‘right’ – tourism and recreation are represented as ways to a personal de-
velopment, which should be accessible for every European. Based on this Declaration, the European 
Commission introduced the “Calypso” initiative in 2010, which aims to advance international social-
tourist exchanges in Europe. One of the projects in this initiative was led by the Holiday Participation 
Centre. This will be discussed thoroughly on page 66.

De positive effects of holidays can be especially important for the wellbeing and development of child-
ren. Ignace Glorieux, sociologist at the department of Sociology of the University of Brussels. – research 
group T.O.R. (Tempus Omnia Revelat, research group for the research of time, culture and society) sho-
wed the importance of elaborated holiday offers for children. Children living in poverty experience 
disadvantage during school holidays (Glorieux, 2010). To children living in a higher social class, holidays 
function as enrichment or complement what they learned in school. They experience their holidays in an 
environment which is stimulating for their general development. Children in poverty are less exposed to 
these stimuli. The extracurricular environment of the higher and middle-class fits in general closer to the 

Holidays often include challenges: finding the 
way to the accommodation, using public trans-
port with suitcases and children, being away 
from friends and families who are there when 
needed.  Holidays offer possibilities to overcome 
these challenges, and to return home with a 
feeling of pride and self-confidence. (Minnaert, 
Maitland & Miller 2009; McCabe 2009).

Patrick Van Bogaert and

holidaymakers, April 2013.

When we went on holiday for the 
first time, we did not have a plan. But 
the more we go on holiday, the more 
prepared we are. 

Carine Pijkels
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school culture, whereas the extracurricular environment of socially vulnerable children sometimes 
have a negative effect on what is learned in school and is considered important . This last group of 
children loses a part of its knowledge during summer holiday, the skills and attitudes they acquired in 
school. Therefore, it is important that poor children receive the necessary stimuli and support outside 
school. This would lead to a reduction in the gap between different social classes. Homework support 
or other examples of after-school child care and an elaborated holiday offer are important in achieving 
these objectives. Sociologists of the McMaster University in Canada come to the same conclusions 
after research  with more than 1081 pupils between 6 and 9 years old (Cooper, 2003). The children 
were tested on their reading ability at the beginning and at the ending of summer break.  The research 
showed that children of high-educated parents not only build up a lead towards children of socially 
vulnerable parents, but also that this lead is enlarged during school holidays. In June,  the reading 
ability of children from high-educated parents was 5 months ahead of the group of socially vulnerable 
children; In September, de difference in reading ability increased to 8 months. 

The financial crisis in Europe has changed the holiday behaviour in Europe: many stay closer to home, 
take fewer holidays, or choose shorter holidays. For people in poverty (and as already mentioned 
before, this group is growing steadily) the experience of a holiday becomes difficult. Initiatives like 
the Holiday Participation Centre enable them the possibility to go on a holiday or day trip. Peter De 
Wilde, administrator-general of Visit Flanders, confirms the role of the Participation Centre within the 
organisation: 

Peter De Wilde

administrator-general Visit Flanders

‘Going on a holiday means participation in society. Holidays make people belong, and 
therefore they can be seen as a public responsibility. In Flanders and on a European level. 
By participating in European programmes, we are contributing to a European sense of 
responsibility. Therefore, we also want to invest in young people, so they can also experience 
a holiday. Therefore, we need to take extra efforts in including disadvantaged people, and 
we need to reinforce this moral responsibility with political leaders. Social tourism has 
both social en economic impacts, and vacations can be seen as a fundamental right. Today, 
however, this is not yet a default position for governments and other players.  Therefore, we 
need to keep on inspiring people about what we do and why we think it is important. We 
are noticed abroad, though. Recently, the Holiday Participation Centre received an important 
award from the World Tourism Organisation. This international recognition is important. This 
gives us extra chances to tell about what we do and why we do it’.
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2.4.  Social Tourism in Europe

Social Tourism is a form of tourism that has a long history in several countries in the European Union. 
In different countries, the government plays a role in the establishment of social tourism: the Holiday 
Participation Centre is an example, but there are also many other systems that accomplish the access 
to holidays and at the same time, economically stimulate the tourism sector in a country or a region 
– from holiday cheques to special subsidies for seniors. These systems can differ strongly in their 
implementation methods and in their objectives: historically speaking, the development of the working 
class, a better health for children living in the city, a higher accessibility to the advantages of tourism, 
loyalty towards unions and companies, and the economic development of the regions have all been 
motivations for the introduction of social tourism. 

The multi-faceted nature of social tourism makes an exact definition difficult. Minnaert, Maitland & 
Miller (2011) therefore developed a scheme that divides social tourism in Europe into 4 categories:

USER
Social tourism users only Social tourism and other users
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PARTICIPATION

Social tourist initiatives in this category aim to make a holiday experience possible for groups who 
do not have access to this because of financial or health reasons. The offered product is a standard 
product, the same product that is available for users of non-social tourism. The target groups 
are defined specifically: an income limit is often determined, or participants have to meet certain 
conditions. Examples of target groups are disabled children or seniors, families that live in poverty 
or women who have experienced domestic violence. Some initiatives, like the Holiday Participation 
Centre, reach a whole set of target groups; others aim a specific target group. A European example 
is the Family Holiday Association in the United Kingdom: this is a non-profit organisation that offers 
families in poverty the chance to go on holiday, for example at the English coast on a campsite. Based 
on the recommendations of social organisations, the non-profit organisation decides to which people 
the holidays are assigned. They also determine the criteria the holiday participants should meet. 

Example from the network of the Holiday Participation Centre:

Kevin Buytaert

Red Cross shelter Antwerp, April 2013

Do refugees want to go on holiday? ‘Certainly’, says Kevin Buytaert, who is 
coordinating the children, cultural and sport working at the Red Cross shelter for 
asylum seekers in Antwerp Linkeroever. ‘Excursions are important to bring our 
international group together and to discover something new.’ Kevin organises 
excursions making use of the offers of the Holiday Participation Centre. People 
from Guinea, Afghanistan, Rwanda and so many other countries are waiting for the 
approval of their application for asylum. Because of an affordable day trip they 
are able to take a break.

Newcomers often visit Aquatopia or the zoo in Antwerp. This is fun, close, easily 
accessible, and affordable because of the discount via the Holiday Participation 
Centre. During a day trip, the group is growing closer together. ‘Their enthusiasm 
is more intense than that of an average Belgian,’ says Kevin. ‘For example our visits 
to the zoo. These are a new experience for every refugee, from Tibetan to African, 
and always result in a photo-shoot. When you are going on holiday together, 
boundaries between different nationalities fade away. At the shelter, clusters 
of people with the same background are formed. I think it is important to break 
these clusters up once in a while,’ according to Kevin.
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ADAPTATION

Initiatives in this category offer a product that is especially adapted to users of social tourism, for 
example the selection of specialised accommodation or the provision of supporting services. These 
include facilities for people with restricted mobility, or the organisation of specially developed activities 
for specific target groups.  Similar to the participation model, the target groups for these initiatives are 
specifically defined, and criteria exist for the participation and support. The product that is offered, 
is especially adapted to the needs of the target group. An example of this type of social tourism 
is ‘Break’, a charity in the United Kingdom that offers holidays to families with children who have 
learning difficulties. ‘Break’ has four holiday centres with care staff and facilities that are especially 
adapted to certain disabilities. The holidays are offered at reduced prices: the holidaymakers pay 
about 50% of the costs; the charity pays for the other half of the stay. Other target groups within the 
model of adaptation are seniors (e.g. National Benevolent Fund for the Aged, UK), children with long-term 
diseases (e.g. Foundation de France, France), one parent families (e.g. One Parent Families, UK) or 
teenage parents (e.g. Teens, Belgium).

Example from the network of the Holiday Participation Centre:

Every year, a large group of ill children is going to a holiday centre in Flanders to 
escape the hospital and to find support in fellow-sufferers. ‘The pink blush on their 
cheeks, this is why we do it. A cancer treatment for children takes two years on 
average. During this period, they are often not able to go on school or leisure trips, 
because of a high danger of infection and because the activities are not tailored 
to the needs of ill children. Each year, Viviane of the Flemish League against Cancer 
organises a group holiday for sick children, to get them out of the hospital for a while. 
In consultation with doctors of the departments of children cancer, the families 
discuss whether the participation is possible. 
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Viviane De Backer

Flemish League against Cancer, June 2013

For the children, this means an escape from the hospital, this means playing without 
any worries, and being in good hands at the same time. Some children already know 
each other; others are getting to know new friends during the holiday. They support 
each other. They feel that they are not alone in what they are experiencing. Because 
of this, the holiday gives them a lot of energy. When the children return home from 
holiday, they glow with happiness. This is the largest gift to the parents. Viviane: 
‘Some children did not eat well in the hospital, but on holiday they eat well together 
with the other children. Last year, there was even a child that did not have the energy 
to come out of its wheelchair. When camp was over, the child stepped out of the bus 
without any problem. This was a small miracle for the parents’. 

‘A hospital on wheels’, this is how Viviane De Backer describes the holidays for 
children with cancer. ‘We do need a lot of material: wheelchairs, drips, medicines, 
syringes. The youth leaders also fill a whole lorry with play equipment’.

Flanders is also strongly represented in this category by a specific type of social tourism organisations:  
associations that organise specific holidays for people living in poverty. These holidays offer a special 
programme and the participants receive extra support. Home visits before departure, transportation 
to the holiday destination and a reduced standard price are examples of this support. Participation to 
these holidays can reduce thresholds and can encourage holidaymakers to make use of other offers 
from the Holiday Participation Centre.

Visit Flanders has certified the following organisations that focus specifically on people 
living in poverty:

 - Vzw Kansen voor Kinderen: holidays for children between the ages of 6 and 12.

 - Vzw Rodekruisvakanties: holidays for children between the ages of 7 and 14.

 - A Place to Live vzw: holidays for children, young people, mothers with children and families 

 - Vzw Akindo: holidays for children between the ages of 4 and 16 and families

 - Gandalf vzw: holidays for children
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 - Pirlewiet vzw: holidays for children, young people and families

 - Vriendschap zonder grenzen vzw: holidays for children, young people and the elderly 

 - Vzw Sogeha: holidays for children and young people

 - Horizont vzw: holidays for adult and families     

 - Bizon vzw: holidays for children and young people between the ages of 7 and 21

 - Bijzondere Jeugdvakanties vzw (BiJeVa): holidays for children

 - Lejo vzw: Holidays for young people from the age of 12

 - Jeugd & Vrede vzw: holidays for children and young people

 - Vzw Banaka (Basic Natuur Kampen): holidays for children between the ages of 6 and 15

 - Ajok vzw:  Holidays for children and young people

INCLUSION

Initiatives in this category aim to stimulate the holiday participation of as many people in society as 
possible. Such initiatives support a large group in society, but are very important to people living in 
poverty. The tourism product that is being offered, is not adapted. An example of this interpretation of 
social tourism is the ‘Chèques Vacances’ in France. Companies that participate in this initiative, offer 
their employees the possibility to contribute a small part of their wages to a savings scheme on a re-
gular basis. The employers and social organisations add their share these contributions. In exchange, 
the companies and social organisations can make use of lower taxes and social grants. The employee 
can use the money that accumulates in the form of holiday cheques that can be used in a wide range 
of companies, such as hotels, accommodations, restaurants, attractions and companies of transpor-
tation. This system is meant to reach as many people as possible and is open for everyone, regardless 
of income. Because the cheques are particularly used in France, this system is a considerable stimulus 
for domestic tourism in France. 

A similar Flemish initiative is currently being tested in Aalst: The Flemish leisure pass aims to stimu-
late the participation in culture and leisure. The project is aimed at certain target groups in particular, 
more specifically people in poverty, but will be extended to cover the whole Flemish population. 
People in poverty encounter different obstacles, such as costs, inaccessibility and not understanding 
of information, or appropriate company. The pass aims to reduce the financial obstacle through dis-
counts, but also aims to inform the target audience about suitable offers and opportunities to use the 
pass with the family or in group. Publicity via channels that are known by the target group, and the 
use of the leisure pass in different communities are important action points in the pilot project (www.
cultuurnet.be).
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Gil Géron

coordinator Koning Kevin vzw, June 2013 

670 children and youngsters are participating in one of the 24 creative holidays 
organised by Koning Kevin. Among them are 41 children from poor families. 
Incognito, because nobody needs to know about their home situation. ‘They 
are confronted with the fact of ‘being different’ too often’, thinks coordinator Gil 
Géron. ‘At Koning Kevin, they can discover their talents and the fun to participate in 
stimulating, new activities’.

The power of difference
Is not everybody different? There is a force behind ‘being different.’ Everyone makes 
a special contribution to society. We want to encourage our youth workers to be 
interested in these differences, to enjoy these. Because there is great strength in this 
diversity, says Gil.

Equal from the outset
On holiday with Koning Kevin, poor children escape their daily environment, in a 
group with children they often do not know. ‘In their own community these children 
are already labelled as poor. With us, most of the children don’t know each other. 
They do not know each other’s home situation. This gives children a whole new 
starting point. They are equals from the start,’ tells Gil Géron.

STIMULATION 

In this interpretation of social tourism, the principal aim is to provide economic benefits to destina-
tions during the low season, to stimulate employment and generate revenues. Seniors are a popular 
target group for these initiatives, because they can travel during the low season. A special product or 
package is designed for the traveller, at a reduced or sponsored price. Destinations that belong to this 
category are often characterised by an oversupply during low season, which results in redundancies 
or temporary closures of businesses during this period. Here, social tourism functions as a way to 
attract new customers during the shoulder or low season. An example of such an initiative is the IM-
SERSO programme in Spain. This program offers special holidays for seniors on the South coast. The 

Example from the network of the Holiday Participation Centre:
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holidays are financed by the holidaymakers (70%) and the government (30%). The holidays are only 
accessible to seniors and transportation, meals and activities are included. The aim of the Spanish 
government is to stimulate employment and tax revenues, and to reduce public spending on unem-
ployment benefits.

In 2014, it will be 100 years since the start of World War I. The Flemish government has 
the ambition to establish a humanitarian and international oriented project and at the 
same time a unique project in tourism. The project will have international appeal and 
serves as a driving force in the policies of tourism, spatial planning, mobility, work 
and social policies, cultural and tangible heritage, scientific research, international 
policies, education and education in peace and remembrance. The Flemish minister 
of Tourism, Geert Bourgeois has brought to life two incentive programs as a result 
of the event ‘The Great War Centenary’. The first incentive program (2010) focused 
on tourist recreational infrastructure; the current incentive program (2012) aims at 
event operations. The minister has invested 15 million euros in the tourist recreational 
projects of infrastructure. With this money, 44 projects in Flanders that offered an 
attractive and qualitative tourism product, were approved.

The Holiday Participation Centre promotes the offers of ‘The Great War Centenary’ 
with the target group of people in poverty.

Visit Flanders

Example from the network of the Holiday Participation Centre:
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2.5. The Holiday Participation Centre

The Holiday Participation Centre was founded as a public private partnership in 2001 and aims to 
increase the level of holiday participation in Flanders within the target group of people living in poverty. 
It is a platform within Visit Flanders and works within the legal framework of the decree ‘Tourism for 
All’ (2003).This decree replaced the royal order of 1980 in 2003.

It responds to the changing social context and gives a new interpretation of social tourism. ‘Tourism for 
All’ refers to a non-commercial form of tourism and recreation, which have substantial non-economic 
objectives. A user-focus was chosen to support the holiday experience of specific target groups. The 
Holiday Participation Centre was framed by the Flemish coalition 2009-2014; the policy document of 
tourism (2009-2014), the Flemish action plan for the reduction of poverty and horizontal policy plans 
such as youth, equal opportunities and elderly.

The aims are carried by Flanders In Action (VIA 2020), communication of the European Union regarding 
inequality in health 20/10/2009; Art. 24, Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

‘The right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitation of working hours and 
periodic holidays with pay’ is included in article 24 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. (December 10th 1948) 
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De Publiek Private Samenwerking (PPS model) waarin het steunpunt werkt is een krachtige driehoek. Het is 

deze constructie die internationaal op veel bijval kan rekenen. De investering van de overheid betekent een 

hefboom voor de private sector. Toerisme Vlaanderen financiert de bemiddelende rol van het steunpunt en 

de promotie van het aanbod aan sociaal tarief. De toeristische sector bereikt hierdoor een doelgroep die ze 

anders niet zouden bereiken. Een doelgroep die thuisblijft zonder de stimulansen van de sociale organisaties.

Visit Flanders believes in the positive effects of a holiday and therefore aims to make holiday 
participation possible to as many Flemish residents as possible. Leisure and tourism are important 
to body and mind. Somebody who feels well, functions better. Somebody who feels appreciated has 
a positive view on society. Visit Flanders sees holidays as contributions to overall well-being, and 
therefore aims to remove barriers that inhibit participation – both financial and attitudinal.  Tourism 
Flanders proposes a form of tourism that is accessible to everyone, regardless of income. Everyone 
deserves a break, leisure and a holiday. The Holiday Participation Centre believes that people have the 
right to leisure and tourism, and supports this right  by eliminating different boundaries that people in 
poverty experience., and by offering a range of affordable holidays and day trips. 

The Holiday Participation Centre is a powerful cooperation platform between public and private 
partners, initiated and facilitated by Visit Flanders. The organisation fulfils three roles:

Role as cross pollinator

The Holiday Participation Centre wants to fulfil a unique role of ‘cross pollinator’ between two sectors 
that, at first glance, seem to have little to do with each other. Marketing, economy, trend watching, 
are not uncommon in the tourism industry, but seem to stand miles away from the aims of poverty 
reduction, equal opportunities and emancipation. Offering holidays to people in poverty is not a pri-
mary or exclusive task for both of these sectors. Therefore, an intermediary and facilitating partner 
was brought to life. The Holiday Participation Centre was founded in 2001. Mutual understanding and 
commitment turn these two branches that look totally different, into a fertile cross operation. Many 
people are surprised when they discover that tourist partners do not get a direct financial compensa-
tion for the social rates that they offer. Due to the efforts and the guidance of social organisations, the 
offer is disseminated within the target group of the people in poverty.

1

The Holiday Participation Centre is a public private partnership that is internationally valued and 
that results in a powerful triangle. The investment of the government means a driving force for 
the private sector. Visit Flanders finances the intermediate role of the Holiday Participation Centre 
and the promotion of the offer at social rates. The tourism industry reaches a target group that 
otherwise would not be reached. The social organisations play an essential role in reaching a 
target audience that can be difficult to engage.
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Role as initiator and facilitator

The Holiday Participation Centre gathers and promotes the special rates that the tourism industry of-
fers to a target group who would not be participating in tourism without this reduction. The special 
rates are communicated within the target group only. Local social organisations guarantee that these 
favourable prices are only used by people whom they are intended for. The Holiday Participation Cen-
tre serves as the mediator between supply and demand. The organisations are not booking directly 
with a holiday provider, but via the Holiday Participation Centre. Because of this service, the holiday 
provider does not need to check the eligibility of the holiday maker, and stimulates good working re-
lationships between both sectors. After providing initial guidance and when a first holiday choice is 
made, the local social organisation refers the holiday maker to mediators in the Tourism Participation 
Centre.  The holidaymaker receives a special voucher to present at the accommodation. The Holiday 
Participation Centre forms a bridge in two directions: it guarantees that the holidaymaker will not be 
stigmatised. The accommodation or attraction receives guaranteed that the special rates are only 
used within the target group.

2

‘Nobody knows that we get a discount. All the holidays and day trips 
of the Holiday Participation Centre are arranged discretely, so that we 
get the same treatment as all other visitors. You don’t have to use a 
special till or explain to the manager just how poor you are. That is 
very important to us – without it, I wouldn’t dare to come.’

Frieda

holiday participant

Role as guardian of quality

The Holiday Participation Centre carefully protects the use of social rates. More than 1200 social or-
ganisations have signed a charter that describes the mutual expectations and the role that member 
organisations should fulfil. Organisations guarantee that the social rates are only accessible to the 
people who need them. The quality of the accommodations in Flanders is regulated by the decree 
of lodging and promoted by Visit Flanders. The Holiday Participation Centre enters into a contract 
with each holiday provider to fix the rates and working principals and supports them when needed.

3

The work of the Holiday Participation Centre is led by 6 working principles.

 - Powerful and positive. All actions start with the capacities of the target group and partners. It is a 
powerful approach with the focus on possibilities instead of deficits. It is a positive approach, based 
on equality and respect.

 - Participation is the core value. Participating and influencing your own environment and decisions 
is crucial in having a positive self-image. Freedom of choice and an own interpretation of leisure 
contribute to this. 

 - The products and services have the same quality as the ones established by Tourism Flanders. 
A target group with limited means receives a brochure and a service of at least the same quality. 
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 - Evaluation, optimisation… constantly improving is the source of al actions and plans.

 - The working and offer is inclusive where possible and personalised if necessary.

 - The Holiday Participation Centre cooperates, shares responsibilities and takes initiative.

‘The offer of the Holiday Participation Centre, the foundation for leisure 
participation and so many other local initiatives are indispensable to 
the visitor of Den Durpel. This is not only because these initiatives help 
to make the product affordable. They really give chances to people 
who would otherwise be excluded. People on a low income, people 
with disabilities, people who are becoming lonely due to the fast 
pace of society.’

Marleen Rooms

counsellor at meeting centre 

 Den Durpel, April 2013

‘In all industries, we see an increasing interest in corporate social responsibility. 
Companies want to contribute to a sustainable society if they can also come out 
ahead. It’s a way for a company to show its true colours, reach more consumers, 
discover more opportunities, launch innovations and have a positive image. Visit 
Flanders has created a platform with these services where the tourism industry can 
show its best side. It remains important that the government takes these types of 
initiatives. The market doesn’t have the capability to organise and regulate itself on 
such a scale. ’ 

Professor Céline Louche 

at Vlerick Leuven Gent Management School,

(Corporate Social Responsibility)

an expert in the field of CSR



30 Visit Flanders - Holiday Participation Centre

Because going on a holiday is a principal right and brings people among other people, the Holiday

Participation Centre provides an affordable holiday offer. For everyone. To achieve this, the Holiday 

Participation Centre connects supply and demand.

by tourism partners

SUPPLY DEMAND

HOLIDAY PARTICIPATION CENTRE 

by holidaymakers

through social organisations

CONNECTION BETWEEN SUPPLY AND DEMAND

DEMAND

Organisations that labour for people in poverty can become a member for free. These are Public social 
services, Centres for general welfare, Welfare links, Associations where people in poverty take the 
floor, organisations recognised by the Flemish agency for people with disabilities (VAPH) and many 
others.

As soon as the membership is approved, the social organisations are invited to an information ses-
sion. During such an information session, counsellors at social organisations are introduced to the 
working of the Holiday Participation Centre and its offers. They are familiarised with the reservation 
system and also receive a username and password with which they can make an online request for 
day trips, family holidays or organised holidays. 

Member organisations guarantee that the social rates are exclusively used for people who live in 
poverty and would no able to go on a day trip or holiday without the mediation of the Holiday Partici-
pation Centre. 

The Holiday Participation Centre expects that the login details, which member organisations receive 
for making reservations, are managed confidentially. When abuse is noticed, the membership is per-
manently cancelled. 

Further, the Holiday Participation Centre expects that social organisations assist holidaymakers in 
word and deed. What do holidaymakers expect? Where does the holidaymaker needs support? How 
do holidaymakers arrive at their destination? Is the necessary budget well estimated? Has the advance 
been paid? Does the holidaymaker know what to do at his destination? The Holiday Participation Cen-
tre considers it important that holidaymakers are well informed and assisted. 

Every member organisation signs the charter of the Holiday Participation Centre. The charter endor-
ses the rights and duties of social organisations and interprets what social organisations can expect 
from the Holiday Participation Centre. The Holiday Participation Centre, as well as the holiday pro-
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viders confide in the correct use of the social rates via these social organisations. The cooperation 
between the Holiday Participation Centre and social organisations implicates certain expectations and 
promises. These duties and right of social organisations are briefly discussed in this charter.  

The Holiday Participation Centre uses the list below as an aid when screening the target group and 
also as an aid when screening social organisations who want to become a member. To be considered 
deprived, a family should score low on at least three of the following assessment criteria. When a 
family scores low on two criteria, it can still be categorised as deprived provided that a good motivation 
is given. (Based on the criteria of ‘Kind & Gezin’ (the Flemish agency for child and family)

1. Monthly income

This is the summary of the poverty norm that the Holiday Participation Centre applies in 2013:

The income with which the poverty line should be compared, consist of all after tax earnings (salary, 
benefits, pension, child allowance, revenues from rent,…) per year or month.

A family is: 

one or more people who officially reside at the same address 

(whit or without a family connection)

Duties 

The Holiday Participation Centre expects…

- The guarantee of the target group

- The correct handling of holiday requests

- A tailored guidance for every holidaymaker

- The attendance at a formation

- The promotion of the offer to clients

- The discrete handling of the accessibility 

 password for the website

- Fluent communication with the 

 Holiday Participation Centre

Rights

The Holiday Participation Centre offers…

- A tourist offer at social rates

- The exploration of the international context

- A social-tourist policy

- Tourist mediation

- Formations, evaluation, consultation and

 participation

- Contact point for holidaymakers, social 

 organisations and holiday providers

- Support
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Family consists of: 
Poverty line* (based on monthly earnings)
 

Single person € 1.000

2 family members older than 14 years € 1.500

2 family members older than 14 years + 1 child (-14 years) € 1.800

2 family members older than 14 years + 2 children (-14 years) € 2.100

2 family members older than 14 years + extra person (+ 14 years) € 2.000

1 family member older than 14 years + 1 child (-14 years) € 1.300

1 family member older than 14 years + 2 children (-14 years) € 1.600

* Explanation:

- For every family member older than 14 years: + add up € 500  

- For every child younger than 14 years: + add up € 300

Source: Centre on Inequality, Poverty, Social Exclusion and the City 
(OASeS), University of Antwerp, calculation based on: European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions 2011 (EU-SILC)

2. The parents’ education

Lower education, vocational training, special education, no education, secondary school not finished 
and / or illiterate.

3. The parents’ employment situation

Precarious employment, unemployment of both parents, single parents and / or employed in a sheltered 
workshop.

4. A low level of stimulation

Children on a low level of stimulation, not or irregularly attending kindergarten and / or difficulties in the 
care for children.

5. Housing

Dilapidated, unsafe and unhealthy housing;  too small and / or  not enough utilities.

6. Health

A poor health of family members, shortage in knowledge of and participation in health care, chronicle 
diseases and / or disabilities in the family

When one scores 3/6, we speak of deprivation

2/6 means open to interpretation

1/6 means not deprived
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The Holiday Participation Centre is not a guidance service. The service is tailor-made, but not equal 
to assistance. Social organisations know the people and are therefore better in estimating their situa-
tion. When a holidaymaker wants to request a holiday, he / she does not have to repeat his / her story 
or show his / her income.  The social organisations are trusted when it comes to the guidance and 
screening of holidaymakers. The social organisations help the holidaymakers with filling in the forms, 
preparing the holiday,…   

People who directly – and therefore not via a social organisation - want to make use of the offer, pro-
vide the Holiday Participation Centre a proof of income. The European ‘poverty line’ functions here 
as the standard. Also people with preferential reimbursement are eligible. Finally, also people in debt 
management can request holidays directly at the Participation Centre.

The Holiday Participation Centre works together with more than 1300 social organisation: public So-
cial Services, volunteer organisations and associations that reach a large spectrum of target groups. 
These organisations communicate the holiday products available to possible holiday makers within 
their client group or membership list via brochures that are published every year and the website. 
More than a fifth of the member organisations that participated in the research of 2012 are public So-
cial Services. About another fifth is specialised youth care. 

Public Social Services .............................................................................................................................21,4%

Specialised youth care ........................................................................................................................... 20,6%

Centre for general welfare ....................................................................................................................... 6,4%

Welfare links ..............................................................................................................................................6,1%

Organisation for people with a disability (recognised by the Flemish agency for people with disabilities) . 4,7%

Assisted living .......................................................................................................................................... 4,5%

Associations where people in poverty take the floor ........................................................................... 3,6%

Mental and physical health care ..............................................................................................................3,1%

Community work ...................................................................................................................................... 2,8%

Centre for childcare and family support ................................................................................................ 2,5%

Office for civic integration ....................................................................................................................... 2,5%

Centre for principal education .................................................................................................................1,7%

Centre for integrated family care .............................................................................................................1,7%

Ethical and cultural minorities .................................................................................................................1,7%

Community building .................................................................................................................................1,1%

Social tourist association .........................................................................................................................1,1%

Sheltered workshop ..................................................................................................................................1,1%

Red Cross shelter ..................................................................................................................................... 0,8%

Child and family ........................................................................................................................................ 0,6%

Centre for reception, orientation and observation  .............................................................................. 0,6%

Association for minorities ....................................................................................................................... 0,3%

Organisation for people with a disability (not recognised by the Flemish agency for people with disabilities) ..0,3%

Other ........................................................................................................................................................ 10,9%

N= 360
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48% of member organisations targets people with financial difficulties, without further specifications. 
More than 50% targets one or more specific target groups. The largest group (31% of all organisati-
ons) is working with people with learning difficulties. Organisations that are working with immigrants 
come in second place with 28%.

People who suffer from learning difficulties ...........................................................................................31%

Immigrant ................................................................................................................................................... 28%

People who suffer drug or alcohol related problems ............................................................................ 23%

People with a disability ............................................................................................................................. 16%

Teenage mothers ....................................................................................................................................... 13%

People who need care................................................................................................................................. 9%

Foster care ................................................................................................................................................... 4%

Other ............................................................................................................................................................. 3%

Not applicable ............................................................................................................................................ 48%

N= 360

Only active member organisations were questioned about the satisfaction with the Holiday Participation 
Centre. More than 80% of the active member organisations is very until extremely satisfied with the 
Holiday Participation Centre. There is no member organisation that claims to be unsatisfied.

The Holiday Participation Centre reaches a great diversity of holidaymakers. The average age of the 
questioned respondent was 44 years old. 56% of the respondents is female and head of the family.

 Male Female Total

Head of the family 23% 56% 80%

Not the head of the family 2% 18% 20%

Total 25% 75% 100%

N=287

64% is living in a family where the head of the family has a primary school or lower secondary school 
diploma. 8% has finished higher education, whether or not at university. About one third lives in a 
family where the head of the family works as a labourer. The second most important group is unem-
ployed.

Diploma 

Higher non-university education 5%

Higher secondary school 28%

Primary school or lower secondary school 64%

University education 3%

Total 100%

N=286
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Karen Maes

coordinator of the Leisure Participation Foundation, January 2013

‘The attention for leisure participation is rising and that is positive’, thinks Karen 
Maes, coordinator of the Leisure Participation Foundation.  ‘I notice that the 
welfare sector is stimulating people more and more to participate in leisure 
activities.’

SUPPLY

The Holiday Participation Centre negotiates reduced prices with hotels, accommodations, organisers of 
camps and tourist attractions for people in poverty.  The reductions that are offered differ, but are at least 
30%.  Some holiday providers only reduce their prices during low season, others throughout the whole 
year. These reductions are given voluntarily in exchange for the access to a broader target group, increased 
promotion or from a philosophy of corporate social responsibility. The reduced prices of the Holiday Partici-
pation Centre are only accessible by people on a low income – their income is confirmed by a social organi-
sation or holidaymakers provide a proof of income by themselves. The Holiday Participation Centre carefully 
controls the use of social rates. More than 1200 social organisations have signed a charter that defines the 
role of the social organisations and the mutual expectations. Organisations commit to guiding holidayma-
kers and to guaranteeing that the social rates are only used by people who need them.

Profession 

Retired 6%

Other 26%

Labourer 32%

Servant 8%

Housewife / househusband 5%

Management 0%

Teacher 1%

Student 1%

Self-employed 0%

Unemployed 18%

Entrepreneur 1%

Total 100%

N=286
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Organised holidays

Organised holidays are offered by a tourism partner 
or association (e.g. organiser of a camp). There are 
different holidays for children, adults and families. 
One can choose to spend the night or return home 
in the evening. Organised holidays take place abroad 
or in Belgium.

Individual or family holidays

Everyone deserves a holiday, the right to take 
a break, away from all worries. You can regain 
strength. Alone, or with friends and family. The 
Holiday Participation Centre works together with 
romantic B&B’s, cosy youth hostels, green camp-
sites and family friendly holiday centres. One 
can stay for some days or a whole week, in the 
country, by the coast or in the city.  There is no 
programme of activities – the holiday maker is 
free to spend the time as they please. The holiday 
makers can however use the Holiday Participation 
Centre to book day trip attractions that are close 
to the accommodation. 

Day trips 

A holiday does not have to last long. You can ex-
perience the holiday feeling by going on a day 
trip. You can see animals in the zoo; get dizzy in 
an amusement park, nose about in a museum, 
splash in a swimming pool, and so much more. 
The Holiday Participation Centre cooperates with 
attractions In Flanders and Brussels. Examples 
are amusement parks, museums, monuments, 
events and swimming pools. Day trips are easy 
to manage and can be enjoyed individually or in 
a group.

Group accommodations

Group accommodations have specific offers for 
social organisations that want to go on holiday 
with the people they serve. There are group ac-
commodations for large groups, but there are 
also smaller ones for small groups or big fami-
lies. Some accommodations have dormitories, 
others have family rooms. The offer is very di-
verse. These accommodations do not provide 
entertainment staff or a programme of activities.

The offer of the Holiday Participation Centre can be divided into 4 categories:
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The number of holiday providers the Holiday Participation Centre is working with, is growing 
steadily. The table below shows this growth for the years 2012-2013 (numbers accurate on April 
1st 2013).

  2012 2013 difference %

Offer of Day trips 99 106 7 7,07

Offer of Individual / Family holidays* 98 108 10 10,20

Offer of Group accommodations (only groups, no families)* 131 156 25 19,08

Offer of Organised holidays 43 49 6 13,95

Total 371 419 48 12,94 

* Some holiday providers have an offer for groups as well as individual families. These were 56 accommodations listed in 2013. 

83% of holidaymakers who book via the Holiday Participation Centre are very satisfied or extremely 
satisfied with the offer of the Tourism Participation Centre. Only 5% of holidaymakers is not satisfied 
with the offer.

82% of holidaymakers were able to book the preferred accommodation. For the other 18%, this was not 
possible. 78% was very satisfied to extremely satisfied with the stay. 12% however was not satisfied. 
The satisfaction of people, who could book their preferred accommodation, is higher than that of people 
who could not book their preferred accommodation. People, who have already been at the accommo-
dation, are clearly more satisfied. Of those who have never been at the stay, 16% is dissatisfied, of those 
who have already visited the stay, this was 5% (N= 296).

Active member organisations were also asked if they were satisfied with the offer and pricing of day 
trips and holidays via the Holiday Participation Centre. 

79% of the respondents are very to extremely satisfied with the offer. There is no social organisation 
that is dissatisfied (N= 327).

Linda en Roland

Bed & Breakfast CasaBianca, April 2013

The cooperation with The Holiday Participation Centre is only now beginning to 
grow in the Meetjesland’. When the summer is over, Roland would like to bring 
together holiday operators to exchange experiences. He knows that ‘listening 
to fellow business operators can convince other tourism entrepreneurs’.  He is 
looking forward to hearing the stories about CasaBianca after the summer and to 
learn how to make the tourist region of the Meetjesland even more appealing.  
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The Holiday Participation Centre is an example of the ‘Participation model’ discussed on 
page 19. It offers a standard product to a specifically defined target group. In 2012, the 
Holiday Participation Centre reached more than 100000 holiday makers– an impressive 
achievement made possible by this unique cooperation between social and tourism sectors. 

Raymond Lambie

Visitor Centre Lieteberg, February 2013

About the cooperation with the 
Holiday Participation Centre, 
Raymond says: ‘One of the best 
systems in the world. To us, it is a 
reassurance that social rates are only 
used by people who need them.’  

In East Flanders the number of holiday offers with the Holiday Participation Centre 
has increased by 50%. In 2012, 35 tourist entrepreneurs were participating. In 
2013, these were 53. More holiday providers realise that playing a role in making 
holidays accessible to people in poverty, is important’, says Mieke Belmans, 
manager of Tourism East Flanders.

Mieke Belmans

manager of Tourism East Flanders, April 2013

‘As a result of the system the Holiday 
Participation Centre established, we 
are reassured that our reduction is 
used by the people for whom they 
are meant.’

Holiday Centre Raversyde

March 2013
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In figures



40 Visit Flanders - Holiday Participation Centre

3.  In figures

3.1.  Number of holidaymakers

The number of participants that is reached by the Holiday Participation Centre has strongly increased 
since 2001, as is shown in the table below:
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In 2001, the Holiday Participation Centre only reached 752 people, whereas in 2012, it has offered a day 
trip or holiday to 104.931 people.

 Day trips Group Organized Individua Total  
  accommodations holidays holidays  

2001 0 0 752 0 752

2002 170 107 1570 412 2259

2003 6500 718 2216 526 9960

2004 12629 503 2433 774 16339

2005 14865 1238 3183 1567 20853

2006 13906 1341 3478 1887 20612

2007 44523 1693 2854 1910 50980

2008 65014 1426 3994 2478 72912

2009 77715 2661 4207 2702 87285

2010 84906 5680 4339 3055 97980

2011 85115 5674 5100 3995 99884

2012 89410 5703 5305 4513 104931

Growth number of holidaymakers

Total number of 
holidaymakers
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3.2.  Day trips

Especially the day trips show a strong growth: they now account for almost 85% of the total offer. 
Since the introduction of the online booking system in 2007, the number of participants has grown 
strongly.

Most day trips occur during summer holiday. The popularity of the offer in March / April is closely 
related to the period of Easter holiday:
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 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

January 0 79 63 60 112

February 76 149 260 229 218

March 304 458 353 564 503

April 435 394 783 839 1129

May 333 507 718 623 796

June 666 762 990 1373 1076

July 1013 1728 2054 2389 2259

August 872 1143 1545 1539 1664

September 242 252 282 339 381

October 246 463 363 466 463

November 66 109 194 166 216

December 123 156 174 197 291

The most popular attractions are the zoo in Antwerp and amusement parks like Plopsaland De Panne 
and Bobbejaanland. A trend is noticeable that holiday makers first like to go to well-known, large at-
tractions, and only later choose small, surprising attractions. This supports Pearce & Lee’s theory 
of  ‘travel career’ (2005) – a model that presents a tourist experience as a ladder or growth process, 
where holidaymakers choose a more challenging destination when they have more travel experience. 
Holiday makers from disadvantaged backgrounds are no different from this perspective than tourists 
who are more affluent.

3.3.  Holidays

The other categories are also marked by a continuous increase in the number of participants.
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The vast majority of holidays are taking place at the coast, as illustrated by these numbers from 2011 
(N = 312): 

74%

Every summer, Daniëlle and her foster children go the same holiday 
stay at the coast. ‘We prefer to book a holiday at ‘Ravelingen’. There, 
we are given a warm welcome and the service at the restaurant already 
knows us. This is important, because the children sometimes hold up 
the line at the buffet, because they tend to choose slowly.’ The fact 
that ‘Ravelingen’ offers an apartment is also a trump. ‘A room is too 
small for us. Last year, I had six children with me, this year four.’ With 
this statement, Daniëlle immediately raises a challenge for the Holiday 
Participation Centre: ‘As yet, there aren’t many hotels and apartments 
that offer a good range of activities for large single parent families.’ 

Ravelingen does offer a broad range of nice activities. This is essential 
for Daniëlle, because this gives her time for herself. ‘The smallest foster 
child is still too young to participate in the activity programme. He 
stays with me for the whole day. But in the evening, we are all attending 
the evening activity together.

Daniëlle

holidaymaker and foster mother

July 2013

Coast
19%

Green

7%
City
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Day trips during holidays

The day trips that are offered by the Holiday Participation Centre can also take place during a holiday. 
63.5% (184 out of 291 recipients) of beneficiaries who booked a residential holiday, did not book a day 
trip in 2012. 36.5% (107 out of 291 recipients) did book a day trip in 2012. 65% of them (70 out of 107 
recipients) went on a day trip during holiday.

Recipients who went on holiday with children are slightly more often going on a day trip than people 
who went on holiday without children.

 Companies with children Companies without children Total

Day trip, but not during holiday 12,6% 12,6% 12,6%

Day trip during holiday 26,3% 19,0% 23,9%

No day trip 61,0% 68,4% 63,5%

Total 100% 100% 100%

N= 291

3.4.  The holidaymaker 

Over 30% of the users travel as one parent accompanied by a child or several children. 20% are couples wit-
hout children. The average number of travellers in a travel unit is 4.7.

As already mentioned in the notebook of 2008, people who are making use of the Holiday Participation Cen-
tre tend to do this multiple times. In 2011, we note that more than 50% of the recipients had already been on 
holiday in 2010. Only 5% of the recipients went on holiday for the first time – in 2008 this was 13%. This can 
point to a repeat use. However, 22,7% of the recipients in 2011 mentioned that there last holiday was more 
than three years ago.

Table: Period that last holiday took place (2007, 2011)

 2007 2011

Never 13,0% 5,1%

1 year 44,2% 51,3%

2 years 10,4% 

Between 1 and 3 years  17,3%

Between 3 and 5 years 13,0% 

More than 3 years ago  17,6%

More than 5 years ago 19,5% 

I don’t know  8,7%

Source: The Holiday Participation Centre, Holiday survey 2007 (N=318) and 2011(N=312)

On average, the holidaymaker who travels via the Holiday Participation Centre stays at the destination for 5 
nights during the summer holiday. By way of comparison: the average number of holiday nights for Belgians 
in Flanders is 3.6 nights. However, this comparison needs to be nuanced. Holidaymakers are only allowed 
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to book for maximum 7 nights during the summer holiday, because the demand is greatest during the peak 
season. Holidaymakers also have the opportunity to go on a weekend or midweek break outside summer 
holiday and they have an unlimited access to day trips. 

Holidaymakers can book for maximum 14 nights of holiday during one calendar year. The difference (5 
nights versus 3,6 nights) can be due to the fact that people in poverty are less likely to take several short 
breaks during the year. They often prefer to use the maximum allowed number of nights over the summer. 

31% of holidaymakers is going on holiday with children. In 20% of the cases, the partner comes along with 
the children. 13% of holidaymakers only go on holiday with their partner (N=312).

 - Budget of the holidaymaker

Almost half of the holidaymakers via the Holiday Participation Centre think holidays are a heavy 
burden on their household budget. Of those who think so, less than 50% spends more than expected. 
In general, less than one third spends more than expected. Most holiday makers thus budget well. 

singly only with
partner

only with 
children

only with
family

only with 
friends

9%

6%

13% 10%31%

with partner
 and children

20%

with children
and family

with children
and friends

with partner
and friends

with family
and friends

with partner,
children and

family

4% 2%2% 2%1%

Spent more than  expected
Big expense yes no 

Yes:  49,4%  23,1% 26,3% 

No: 50,6% 8,3% 42,3% 

Total 31,4% 68,6% 

N=312
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3.5.  Transportation

Just like in 2008, we notice that the vast majority of holidaymakers (49%) is making use of the public trans-
portation to reach their holiday destination. De Lijn (Flemish bus company) provides free bus and tram 
tickets that are valid for one day. Holidaymakers can request these via the Holiday Participation Centre. 
34% of holidaymakers go on holiday by car – this in comparison to for example 83% of tourists at the coast 
(Visit Flanders, 2011). 13% of holidaymakers are being driven to the destination. Potential reasons for this 
are difficulties in using public transport at, because of luggage or a disability.

4%

47%
train

3.6.  Support and assistance 

51% of holidaymakers received financial support to pay for their holiday from another person or or-
ganisation. In 44% of the cases, this was public Social Services and in 18% of the cases this was the 
Centre for General Welfare. In 7% of the cases, holidaymakers are supported by their family. Within 

34%
own car

13%
someone 

brought me

borrowed 
car

2%bus or tram
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the category ‘other’, the recipient mentioned advocacy organisations, the employer, and some people 
organised a sale to collect some extra money. The Holiday Participation was mentioned as well in the 
category ‘other’, which points to the fact that holidaymakers incorrectly consider the price reduction 
offered by the tourism partners as a financial intervention of the Holiday Participation Centre.

44%

2%

18%

7%
1%

28% OCM

Comité Bijzondere jeugdzorg

CAW

Familie

Vrienden

Andere

We also asked the social organisation if they offered financial support on top of the reduction the Holi-
day Participation Centre offers. 

It is remarkable that 70% of public Social Services are offering financial support, while centres for spe-
cialized youth care, the other most common type, only offer financial support in 19% of the cases. 20% 
of member organisations that contribute financially, only do so in very exceptional cases. For 50% of the 
organisations, the amount depends from client to client. 10% pay for the whole amount.

When we look at the sources of funding, we notice that 64% of social organisation support with their 
own means. Much lower down, in second place, come socio-cultural funds with 20%, and in third place 
comes fundraising (Rotary club, Lions club, Cera…) with 16%. When we look at the two largest groups, 
the public Social Services and the centres for specialized youth care, we notice a big discrepancy.  Public 
Social Services only use their own means and socio-cultural funds, while centres for special youth care 
use the whole spectrum of possibilities, except for the socio-cultural founds. When it comes to financing 
holidays, public Social Services are the only organisations that make use of socio-cultural funds. Public 
Social Services only use one source of funding, while the centres for specialised youth care often use 
several sources. 

The organisation’s own means 64%

Socio-cultural funds 20%

Fundraising 16%

(Own) events 9%

Other 4%

No answer 7%

N= 105

WOCMW (public social welfare center)

Committee youth welfare

CAW (center for general welfare)

Family

Friends

Other
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In 2012, the Holiday Participation Centre did research on the support offered by the social organisation, apart 
from the financial support.  A quarter does not receive any support because they book directly via the Holiday 
Participation Centre. 14% does book via a social organisation, but claims not to receive extra support. Of those 
who book via a social organisation, 75% needs help in filling out the forms (57% of all holidaymakers). Advice 
concerning transportation and travel come in second place. 13% needs help in choosing a destination. Other 
forms of support are mentioned less, but cannot be ignored. 

Table: Assistance obtained when asked for by the holidaymakers (% of the total number of questioned 
  holidaymakers)

 % of the total number % of holidaymakers that
booked via a social organisation

Help in filling out forms 56,8% 75,7%

Advice concerning transport / travel plan 16,1% 21,5%

Help in choosing a destination 13,0% 17,3%

Advice on saving for the holiday 2,1% 2,8%

Help and advice after return 1,1% 1,4%

Help with packing 0,4% 0,5%

Other answer 2,5% 3,3%

No help or advice, though booked via a social organisation 14,0% 18,7%

No help or advice, booked directly 24,9% -

N=216

The member organisations were asked what assistance they offer their clients. These are again people 
who go on holiday or daytrip. 80% offers help in entering the forms. Thus, the support where most holi-
daymakers make use of, is most often offered. The top four of offered help is ranked in the same order as 
the support offered to the holidaymakers. From these data, it would thus appear that the organisations 
claim to offer more support than the holidaymakers report to have received.

Table: Assistance offered by active social organisations

Help filling in forms 80%

Advice concerning transport / travel plan 60%

Help in choosing a destination 60%

Advice on saving for the holiday 35%

Help with packing 16%

Help and advice after return 13%

Other answer 8%

No help or advice 6%



49Holidays are for everyone

Min Berghmans

director of ‘Youth Support Centre’,  May 2013 

How important are holidays to vulnerable and disadvantaged children? What are 
the most important thresholds that youth organisations should overcome to offer 
youngsters a holiday experience? 

‘Involving their home seems crucially important. Many socially vulnerable 
youngsters have parents who have no or limited experience in holidays or 
camps, or even had a negative experience when they were young. Therefore it 
is important to invest in good contacts with their home. Parents sometimes have 
to be convinced that a camp is safe, that there is structure, what the programme 
will be. Parents of children with a physical disability want to be sure that there 
children are in a place where sufficient support is guaranteed. When there are 
financial boundaries, it is important to provide correct information and help in 
finding potential support options.’

3.7.  Contribution to Flemish Tourism

Users of the Holiday Participation Centre spend averagely 23.45 euro per person per night. An aver-
age tourist at the coast spends about 64.56 euros . When we take the target group into account, it is 
obvious that the expenses are a lot lower. This should also be nuanced, because we shall see later 
that 50% of the holidaymakers is, apart from the reduction the Holiday Participation Centre offers, still 
supported financially. If the financial support is not given to the holidaymaker, but paid to the holiday 
provider directly, the holidaymaker will not have taken this into account when calculating his or her 
expenses. 95% intends to go on holiday again. It is remarkable that 77% would not go on holiday wit-
hout the reduction of the Holiday Participation Centre.

The survey for holiday providers showed that that there are never problems with the payment. They 
all indicate that the payment went well (34) or very well (13). Because of the intermediary role of the 
Holiday Participation Centre, the holiday providers are always informed when adaptations should be 
made to a certain reservation and can contact the Holiday Participation Centre when there are pro-
blems or questions. 

Numbers from 2012 show which amount was spent by visitors via the Holiday Participation Centre at 
attractions (day trips). The total amount for the 105 attractions was €744.121,85. Without the reduc-
tion that is offered via the Holiday Participation Centre, it is probable that a large percentage of this 
amount would not be accomplished. From this perspective, one can set that the Holiday Participation 
Centre is contributing considerably to the Flemish attractions by stimulation of the demand. The zoo 
in Antwerp was the most popular attraction with 24658 visitors. Via the Holiday Participation Centre, 
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the entrance fee is 6.5€ as opposed to 22€ for adults at the regular rate. The high reduction that the 
zoo offers, combined with the high popularity of this attraction, resulted in an average reduction for 
the attractions of 75-80%.

Year Total revenue for attractions via Holiday  
Participation Centre (in Euro)

2009 532.319,15

2010 667.853,05

2011 689.549,90

2012 744.121,85

Important remark: these amounts are an indication, not a target. An augmentation of the prices would 
yield a higher number. The ideal situation is a higher number because of a higher level of participation. 

Tiny Bertens

De Kinkhoorn, January 2013

Let it grow

The holiday centre ‘De Kinkhoorn’ on the seafront in Ostend has been a partner 
of the Holiday Participation Centre for the last seven years. ‘And there is still an 
opportunity to grow’, manager Tiny says. Today, the bookings make up for 1% 
of the annual turnover, but this could be much more’, she says. The number of 
reservations is growing’

De Kinkhoorn is a holiday centre connected to the Confederation of Christian 
Trade Unions. The centre is rooted in social tourism. The step towards 
cooperation with the Holiday Participation Centre was therefore small. There 
barely is a difference between guests that are coming via the Holiday Participation 
Centre and others’, says Tiny. ‘Only the methods of reservation differ’.

‘Social Tourism should be promoted more’, Tiny thinks. ‘Today, this promotion 
is especially done by Social Services and other social organisations, but many 
people do not go there en therefore, do not know the offer’. ‘It would be good 
to find other channels’.  Is there something that the Kinkhoorn could do? Tiny 
suggests: ‘We could mention the cooperation with the Holiday Participation 
Centre on our website’.
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 In focus
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4.  In focus

4.1.  In… evolution
 
IIn 2001, social tourism was at a turning point. People in most layers of society have found their way 
to low-budget-travelling, city trips, and family holidays. The most adventurous even travel around the 
world or go on long expeditions. The world has become our village. The holiday centres seem to be 
outdated, and their image has become out-dated. There were two options: they would be sold to the 
highest bidder or they were attributed a whole new social function. Social tourism was on the brink 
of disappearing. 

An important consideration was what social tourism should accomplish in the 21st century. Even 
though tourism became very accessible in the last decennia, there was still a relatively large group 
in society that could not go on holiday. For some people, a day trip to the coast or an amusement 
park seemed impossible. The focus of social tourism moved towards these socially vulnerable target 
groups. These were people on a low income and people with a disability. Extra attention was given to 
children and adolescents. The focus of social tourism was not linked purely to buildings and holiday 
centres anymore. It now served the purpose of working with target groups and their social organisa-
tions.  

The Holiday Participation Centre also had the purpose to reach out to other holiday providers in Flan-
ders, so also those that were not historically linked to social tourism. In the search for the right for-
mula, a holiday cheque was considered, but soon rejected. Social partners worried that the cheques 
would not be used or sold. This target group does not only encounter financial difficulties. They often 
do not dare to go on holiday. The Holiday Participation Centre has to guide them over these barriers. 
The decision was made that holidays should be affordable for everyone, but not for free. The reduc-
tion has to be considerable, but did not have to come from the government. Holiday providers in and 
outside social tourism were asked to give a price reduction.

In the beginning, it was a challenge to convince providers of this formula. Even though the organisa-
tion has already convinced many people of the importance of a holiday, there was much incompre-
hension and criticism 10 years ago.  But once the ball got rolling, the situation changed quickly – two 
years later, for example, there were indignant calls of hotel managers and attraction wondering why 



53Holidays are for everyone

they were not included in the offer. The word of mouth recommendations of the holiday providers that 
already participated, encouraged other holiday providers to participate. 

The social organisations that offered holidays to their clients, were supported greatly by the introduc-
tion of the Holiday Participation Centre. They felt strengthened by the policy and were able to professi-
onalise. But further development of the concept was needed. Once a year, an event is organised were 
holiday providers, desk staff, social organisations and holidaymakers were welcomed: Forum Holiday 
Participation. Based on their feedback, certain aspects of the offers were changed. Separate passes or 
tickets were considered very negative, because they tend to label the user. Their financial situation is 
something they do not want to show to the outside world. The users of the Holiday Participation Cen-
tre do not have to prove their income level at their destination. They do not enter via a separate cash 
register or check-in desk. All reservations are booked in a respectful way. We intend that the users are 
treated similarly to other guests during their holiday or day trip. However, to be sure that the social 
rates are used by the people who need them, the holidaymakers are screened in advance. We base 
ourselves on income, family situation, debts, medical costs, and so on.

The Holiday Participation Centre has become a platform with increased flexibility and capacity. 
Thanks to the Forum and other moments of consultation different plans were made concrete:

 - Since 2006, the Centre has cooperated with the Flemish transport company ‘De Lijn’. It has also 
created a dedicated website and has started organising a yearly forum.

 - Since 2012, the Holiday Participation Centre has provided online contracts to the holiday providers. 
The paper contracts were replaced with online versions, which enabled a smoother cooperation.

 -  In 2012, the Holiday Participation Centre led a pilot project that organised holidays to Sweden and 
Finland for youngsters with no or limited travel experience abroad. This project that was financed 
by the ‘Calypso’ initiative of the European Commission was named FETE (First European Travel 
Experience).

In 2012, the Holiday Participation Centre also started the generative news project. Its aim is to 
share stories from tourist partners, social organisations and holidaymakers. Every news report is 
the result of an appreciating, investigating contact between the newsmaker and a person from our 
network of stakeholders that knows something interesting, does something interesting, or want to 
do something interesting. We are not just ‘curious’. Together with this person, we are looking for the 
essence of what he or she wants, does or knows. Searching for hope and pride, and for the promise 
to inspire and activate other people.

Generative news is not only a welcome supplementation to the predominantly sad newsgathering 
in the regular media. It can also function as a strategic instrument in the development of organisa-
tions and networks. Generative questions lead to stories of power and possibilities around a theme 
that is important to an organisation or network at that moment. The focus lies on power, on what 
people learn and on what they see as promises for the future. Generative news is looking for stories 
that offer a new perspective or insight. By making the germs of hope and actions that already exist 
visible, organisations and society move towards the direction of what is most talked about. Genera-
tive news sees the news item not as an end point, but as a link between what is and what can come. 
(Masselink ea., 2008)
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‘Mainstream news tells: This is how it is. 
Generative news tells: This is how it could be.’

Peter Pula

Axiom News

As a platform, the Holiday Participation Centre has, more than ever before, attention for the whole holiday 
chain.  It mediates holidays and goes beyond the social rates. It tries to eliminate several barriers. The pro-
blem of mobility of holidaymakers and the cooperation with social restaurants are getting extra attention 
in 2013.

In 2013 the Holiday Participation Centre launched a new website. A new established booking system is on 
the program for 2013 in order to raise its efficiency. 

4.2.  In… support
 
The first notebook in 2008 showed that support is central in facilitating positive effects from holidays via 
the Holiday Participation Centre. Especially for participants with limited travel experience, a holiday may 
involve a lot of risk and uncertainty. There is not only a financial barrier. People also have to overcome the 
barrier of packing luggage, preparing the itinerary and especially the fear of the unknown. In 2008, focus 
groups with 92 representatives of social organisations showed that supporting the holidaymakers can 
eliminate these barriers – by choosing the most appropriate holiday formula, by checking the train time 
table together, by lending a suitcase or traveling bag. The focus groups showed that most inexperienced 
travellers go through an evolution, where they start with ‘easier’ forms of holidays, such as a day trip in a 
group, and subsequently opt for more ‘independent’ options, such as an individual holiday.  
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Testimonials of the users of the Holiday Participation Centre and of the social organisations that sup-
port them, emphasise the importance of a successful holiday or daytrip. Users need clear information. A 
workshop at the Forum Holiday Participation in 2010 and some stories on the news website of the Holiday 
Participation Centre, indicate how small details can make a difference. These are some examples and sug-
gestions:

 -  Everything starts with good preparation
 
Even for a day trip, providing information to the participants can be reassuring, the social 
organisations report. ‘On the train, we already tell what will happen. When we arrive, we show 
them a map to indicate where the fun attractions are and how the visit can be organised. Then, we 
discuss who wants to go where and we split up in small groups. Because we go in group, people 
feel safer.’ When it comes to holidays, preparation is equally important: many organisations 
discuss with the participants what they should take in their luggage, where they can borrow a 
suitcase, and what their journey by public transportation involves. 

 - Think about alternatives to avoid extra costs
 
Fun and cheap alternatives can be found to avoid extra costs. For example, many organisations 
reported how they asked everyone on the trip to bring a packed lunch – also members of staff. Or 
the group can make its own pictures rather than buying them from photographers at attractions.  

 - A warm reception is very important
 
Many participants consider the arrival at the accommodation or attraction to be a frightening 
moment: many wonder if they would be treated less kindly, because they got a reduction via 
the Holiday Participation Centre. A warm reception is of course important for everyone, but the 
Holiday Participation Centre makes tourism partners aware of the importance of giving extra 
information or a kind smile to its beneficiaries.
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 - Beautiful memories that stay
 
Research (Minnaert, Maitland & Miller 2009) showed that support is equally important when the 
holiday is over. When a group holiday is over, coming together to reminisce and to exchange 
pictures is the perfect moment to emphasise the importance of a holiday. After an individual 
holiday, an evaluation with the social organisation is a good way to turn the return home into a 
new positive start.

The fact that the reservations are situated and finished in one central place within the organisation, 
is a strength for the Holiday Participation Centre. Because of this, the holiday mediators are able to 
search for the most appropriate holiday and help the holidaymakers with practical questions about 
their journey.

Holidaymakers know that they can always contact the Holiday Participation Centre via different media 
(via e-mail, telephone and social media). Tourism partners can also contact the Holiday Participation 
Centre with all questions and potential complaints.

Holiday mediators are responsible for the daily administration of the holidays. They serve holidayma-
kers on a low income, holiday accommodations, and social organisations. Client-centred and tailored, 
friendly support are their starting point. 

Holiday mediators book holidays for people in poverty at a reduced rate. The service towards the 
client is tailor-made and personalised. They come into contact with people from vulnerable target 
groups, managers of holiday accommodations, and employees of social organisations.

Their job responsibilities are communicating with the customer (by phone, letter and e-mail), infor-
ming and advising the customer about destinations and accommodations, making bookings for the 
customer, preparing and sending the travel documents and the administrative management of the re-

Jean-Claude Hofman

youth hostel De Veurs, March 2013.  

Warmth and putting people at ease are 

one side of the picture. Respect and 

discretion are the other. The guests that 

book via the Holiday Participation Centre 

get a little extra care. ‘When they arrive 

and check in, we do this very discretely. 

We often notice that people are a little 

shy in the beginning. Then we carefully 

help them in making contact with other 

guests. This often works with children. 

When they find friends, the rest follows,’ 

says Jean-Claude.

Willy Eerckels

holiday centre De Ceder

Sometimes people do not know how to 

act in a holiday centre in the beginning. 

‘Do you know what the best thing to do 

is?’ asks Willy. The surprising answer is 

that, sometimes, you do not have to do 

anything at all. ‘People need time to feel 

at ease. After a couple of days, they find 

a way to us with their questions.’

April 2013



57Holidays are for everyone

servations. The Holiday Participation Centre receives evaluation cards from the holidaymakers. These 
card are firstly sent to the holidaymakers together with the travel documents and, later, can be sent 
back by the holidaymakers for free. Because of this, the Holiday Participation Centre pursues the feed-
back and experiences of holidaymakers. These are submitted to the holiday providers.  

After the publication of the first notebook, providing the appropriate support (to holidaymakers, but to 
holiday providers as well) has become a real working point for the Holiday Participation Centre. Five 
initiatives illustrate this:

 - ‘Holiday skills’: a publication with travelling tips and preparatory activities

 - ‘Rap op Stap’: travel agencies that provide personalised travel information

 - ‘Learning network’: A network that stimulates the exchange of knowledge of organised holidays.

 - Attachment ‘Klasse’: a holiday brochure for parents attached to the popular magazine, published by 
the Department for Education 

 - Round-table conversations with holiday providers and holidaymakers: exchange events that 
encourage both groups to get to know each other better and understand each other. 

Holiday skills

‘Holiday skills’ is a booklet with activities and suggestions developed by the Holiday Participation Cen-
tre. By using information cards, quizzes and suggestions for games and activities, the publication aims 
to help participants preparing their holiday in a productive way. The cards focus on a range of themes: 
why people need a holiday, how to choose a destination, how to book and how to practically organise 
a holiday or day trip. 
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The activity of the Centre for principal education Halle-Vilvoorde demonstrates the practical use 
of this publication. At the centre for principal education, adults improve their skills on the level of 
language, mathematics, ICT, and general education. Students that already took history, actuality, 
art and culture, wanted to use this knowledge practically in the course ‘Leisure, adult education 
and formation’. Organising a daytrip became the challenge. Educative staff member Heidi Thijs 
accompanied the group. The students found inspiration in the holiday skills booklet. The students 
organised everything themselves by using the step-by-step plan and the cards in the holiday skills 
booklet: where they wanted to go, how to get there, what they could do and experience there. They 
checked whether their ideas were feasible and affordable and put together a program. ‘Holiday 
skills’ encourages users to search for information, to organise a day trip or holiday independently: 
when the group excursion was over, several students organised individual daytrips themselves.

‘Rap op Stap’ is a con-
cept for leisure and 
travelling agencies 
for people on a low 
income. These agen-
cies were specifically 

designed to reach people who are not a member 
of a social organisation: this broadens the field of 
action of ‘Rap op Stap’ and breaks down barriers. 
Users discover a large offer of sports, culture and 
travelling. ‘Rap op Stap’ arranges their booking 
with the Holiday Participation Centre and local 
providers of sports, culture and leisure. The staff 
also helps users with practical issues, such as 
budgeting for the trip and arranging transport.

The concept for ‘Rap op Stap’ originated with Ho-
rizont, a Flemish association with a long history in 
organising holidays for socially vulnerable peop-
le. A first initiative in Limburg was so successful, 

that the organisation wanted to extend the con-
cept in other Flemish regions. Visit Flanders funds 
the full-time coordinator of the project, and sup-
ports in this way the creation of a ‘Rap op Stap’ 
network.

Potential ‘Rap op Stap’ initiators receive the asso-
ciated quality label and make a real contribution 
to increasing the participation of socially vulne-
rable people into sports, leisure and tourism. The 
Holiday Participation Centre and Horizont have 
developed a toolkit and quality guide for all can-
didates who are interested in creating a ‘Rap op 
Stap’ agency. 

Users can visit the offices in Ypres, Ostend, Lokeren, 
Genk, Hasselt, Maasmechelen, Sint-Truiden and 
Lommel. Meanwhile, there are also contacts with 
Hageland/Diest, Brussels and Beerse to establish 
an office in the future.

‘Rap op Stap’ (‘Up and Away’)
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‘The beautiful holiday brochures of the Holiday Participation Centre open 
them the door to a whole new world. There is so much choice that they 
are sometimes overwhelmed. We then help people to think about a 
destination, transportation, a programme during holiday. We try to solve 
all worries and questions. People often need time to think. Our advice is 
tailor-made.
Marleen remembers one of her first costumers, convinced that he was 
not able to go on holiday, because of his dog. ‘Together, we looked for 
a holiday destination where the dog was welcome. This resulted in his 
first trip to the coast. Now, 5 years later, he visits museums, shows and 
experiences so much fun activities with his family.  For 30 years, these 
people did not know the experience of travelling or leisure. Now, they are 
very creative and have so many beautiful memories.’

Marleen De Beuckelaer

Rap op Stap travel agent Genk and Hasselt

Eddy Beuten is responsible for expanding the initiative in Flanders.  Soon, there will be an office in 
Beerse. Flemish cities like Antwerp, Ghent and Mechelen are also interested. ‘In these cities, there is a 
large potential of establishing a ‘Rap op Stap’ office. The target group is large and there is an elaborate 
local offer of leisure. The local providers of leisure, sports and culture are enthusiastic. The idea is also 
incorporated in some policy plans as well.

Learning network

This network targets the providers of organised holidays. There are two types of providers within this 
category. On the one hand there are the ‘step organisations’ that are recognised and subsidised by Vi-
sit Flanders. They mainly target people in poverty and socially vulnerable people. On the other hand, 
there are organisations that do not get financial support by Visit Flanders, but do offer organised 
holidays at a social rate. They often make use of an inclusive approach and try to stimulate diversity: 
a social responsibility aim to reflect social diversity in their organisation. In total, there are about 40 
organisations that offer organised holidays at a social rate. The rates go from 16 euros, 30 euros, 45 
euros – a reduction of up to 70% on the regular rates. The minimum reduction always amounts to 30%.

In 2009, the Holiday Participation Centre experienced that there were many questions about orga-
nising holidays for socially vulnerable people. These questions are about finding good volunteers, 
creating and managing quality holidays for people in poverty, questions about the subsidies and 
other financial support. Besides these, there is also a strong desire to exchange information between 
different organisations. The Holiday Participation Centre wanted meet this need for an exchange of 
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practices and knowledge, by starting the ‘learning network’, where several organisations come toge-
ther and learn from each other. No outside speakers are invited – the aim is to exchange knowledge 
that is present within the organisations already. It is a ‘platform’ that has been initiated and supported 
by Visit Flanders and is guided by an external facilitator. The topics that are discussed however are 
suggested by the member organisations – this is one of the strengths of the network. The Learning 
Network comes together 4 to 5 times a year. Ethics, volunteer policy, poverty and barriers, young 
people with specialised care needs… are some examples of themes that have been discussed in the 
network sessions.

Collaboration with the Department of Education

Klasse for Parents is a magazine that is published by the Department for Education. Approximately 
700,000 copies are issued every month, and the magazine is distributed to all families with children 
from kindergarten until the first degree of secondary school. Klasse for parents runs strong cam-
paigns that build a bridge between upbringing and education, between culture at home and at school: 
holidays are a part of this.   

In June 2013, the Holiday Participation Centre cooperated with Klasse for Parents – and this coope-
ration resulted in a special holiday magazine full of ideas and suggestions for the summer holidays.  
A separate notebook with games and activities helps parents and children to successfully plan and 
prepare their holiday: examples are a holiday calendar, a task calendar, a week planner, and suggestions 
for activities.
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* If you’ve been nowhere, you have nothing to say…

Carla

age 33, mother of 3 daughters

They always need to TALK* about 
their holiday.
If it’s not in French class to speak
French,
Then it’s in Literacy class for an essay.           

Shana

‘I wrote the best essay ever… about 
my holiday!’

 9 years, proud owner of  

the best essay ever

Round-table conversations

The Holiday Participation Centre functions as a cross-pollinator between different groups in society 
that do not often converge. The holiday providers, for example, do not always understand the lives and 
attitudes of people in poverty – vice versa, people in poverty do not always understand the business 
pressures the tourism providers are under. The Holiday Participation Centre functions as a facilitator 
between the two and this is illustrated by the round-table conversations that are organised on a regular 
basis.

These round-table conversations are the result of a consultation on September 9th 2010. On this date 
holidaymakers met at Planckendael. Not only to greet the animals, but also to have a conversation with 
Dries Herpoelaert, the manager of the zoo in Antwerp and the Planckendael zoo, and Peter De Wilde, 
CEO of Visit Flanders. From the conversation between some users and one of the largest day trip pro-
viders of the Holiday Participation Centre, the conclusion was made that such conversations are neces-
sary for mutual knowledge and understanding of each other’s worlds.
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‘Sometimes, we feel locked up. Just like your animals. We 
are stuck and do not dare to go outside.’

‘I dare to enjoy again and I am able 
to laugh without worries. Finally, I feel 
like a normal person.’

‘Most entrance fees are above €15. 
This barrier is too high.’

Going out is still a massive step for someone in poverty. ‘You have so many questions. 
How should you arrange tickets? Which train or bus should you take? How should 
you pass the cash register of the zoo? And are you allowed to bring your own lunch 
and beverages? To most people, this seems evident, but we are stressed about 
it. Because we are not used to it, of course. But with every trip we go on, the fear 
diminishes and your self-confidence increases.’

Users of the Holiday Participation Centre September 9th 2010

Apart from the practical challenge of going on a day trip or holiday, there is also the problem 

of self-representation. ‘I do not want you to notice that I am poor. I really do my best to hide it, 

especially when I need to go somewhere. These posh ladies will never notice that I only spent 

fifteen euros on my second-hand outfit. I feel comfortable sitting next to them.  

The manager responded: ‘These ‘posh ladies’ are perhaps also not as well-off as you 

think. If you do not want to be labelled, you cannot label someone yourself. They, rich 

people have everything and we, poor people have to be satisfied with casts-offs. You 

are equally stigmatising.’

According to Dries Herpoelaert it would be good to get to know each other a little more. 

‘Because only then the prejudices will disappear and more understanding will grow.’
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After the meeting, the manager felt even more convinced of the value of the price reductions:  ‘I don’t do it 

to receive applause... It is our social duty to give a reduction. But I am proud, though, that we reach so many 

people.’

Conversation between users of the Holiday Participation Centre and  Dries Herpoelaert, manager Zoo Antwerp and Planckendael

Plackendael, September 9th 2010

Understanding the living environment of people in poverty starts with understanding your own living 
environment.

Lieve Maesmans works for TAO (Team for Advice and Support) and led de sessions in the autumn of 
2012: ‘The participants highlighted how valuable the day had been. Listening to the often complex
situations and experiences in life of someone who is living in poverty, helps to better understand what 
goes on behind the scenes.’

‘The only thing they need, is people to suspend their judgements and wonder why someone says 
or does something that we consider strange,’ says Lieve. This takes a lot of practice, because judge-
ments are so deeply rooted in our lives that we are often not aware of them. Liesbeth Salens from the 
Sportimonium in Hofstade was one of the participants. Before, Liesbeth did not really dwell on the 
living environment of people living in poverty. ‘I was more concerned with poverty in India or Africa, 
for example. I did not really consider poverty in our own country,’ says Liesbeth. It also struck her that 
there exist so many prejudices in society. ‘People have the right to go on holiday, and are perfectly 
capable of deciding how to plan their holiday. When a holidaymaker wants to order a bottle of wine, 
for instance, providers of a holiday or attraction should not judge this.’

The round-table conversations are always assisted by a specially trained ‘experience expert’ in 
poverty. 

‘Trained experience experts in poverty and social exclusion’ are necessary to bridge the gap 
between people in poverty on the one side and social workers and policy advisors on the 
other side. 

They have experienced poverty since childhood and can therefore draw on their own expe-
rience of poverty and the associated survival strategies. 

The training they received allows them to situate their individual poverty experience and to 
place this in a broader context of poverty and exclusion. 

Moreover, they acquired the skills to talk about their issues with social workers, organisa-
tions, services, policy makers, but also with other people in poverty who seek assistance.



64 Visit Flanders - Holiday Participation Centre

Working with trained experience experts in poverty and social exclusion in all sorts of do-
mains offers the potential to involve someone in poverty as an essential and active partner 
in poverty reduction.

Source: www.de-link.be

 Holiday Participation Centre has hosted these round-table conversations since 2010. They will continue 
to be based on questions and experiences of users and providers. Getting to know each other better 
and understanding each other are the first step towards a nice holiday for people in poverty and for 
the satisfaction and enforcement of the commitment as a holiday provider. In preparation for these 
round-table conversations, TAO poverty visited some of the holiday providers and interviewed users 
and people in poverty who did not know the Holiday Participation Centre yet. This survey showed 
that the first holiday experience is crucial to the target group. Bad holiday experiences prevent people 
from making new holiday plans. 

4.3.  In… recognition
 
The Holiday Participation Centre has been recognised internationally. Eurohealth – a network of health 
organisations that promote health and equality by emphasising the factors that directly or indirectly 
influence people’s health - was the first organisation to present an award to the Holiday Participation 
Centre. The network provides advice to policy makers and promotes innovation and examples of 
‘good practice’. In this last context, Eurohealth highlighted the Holiday Participation Centre. In 2009, 
Eurohealth’s programme Equity Channel named the Holiday Participation Centres as an example of 
‘best practice’ of contributing to the mental health of people via non-medical interventions.

On November 18th 2011, The Holiday Participation Centre was awarded with an honourable mention 
during the presentation of the World Leisure Innovation Prize in Hangzhou, China. The World Leisure 
Organisation is an international membership organisation that supports leisure by doing research, 
providing advice and exchanging information. The unique cooperation between public and private 
sector on which the working of the Holiday Participation Centre is based, was especially praised. Ian 
Cooper, representative of the World Leisure organisation emphasised on the Forum 2012 that the Ho-
liday Participation Centre was selected for this award because it is an innovative project, with a long 
durability. It can serve as an inspiration towards other countries in the world. 

‘This is the World Leisure Organization Social Innovation Price. We award the price to innovative projects 

every two years and it recognises practical programmes around the world that are innovative, sustainable 

and which could also be replicated in other countries.’ 

Ian Cooper

World Leisure Organisation, January 2012
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On the 16th of November 2012, the Holiday Participation Centre received the silver award for innovation 
by the United Nations World Travel Organisation (UNWTO) in Istanbul, Turkey. This agency is a part of the 
United Nations and promotes responsible, sustainable and accessible tourism: this on an economic, eco-
logic and social level. The Flemish minister of Tourism Geert Bourgeois was delighted with the UNWTO-
award. 

‘People on a low income also have the right to go 

on holiday; they should be able to recharge their 

batteries during a holiday or daytrip. This award 

rewards the innovative concept of cooperation, 

where Visit Flanders functions as motivator and 

intermediary between, on the one hand, social 

organisations, and on the other hand entrepreneurs 

in tourism, such as attractions, hotel managers, 

holiday centres, that are making holidays accessible 

to people on a low income by giving a serious 

reduction.’ 

Geert Bourgeois

Flemish minister of Tourism, 2012

Peter De Wilde

CEO Visit Flanders

‘In a personal interview, UNWTO Secretary-general 

Taleb Rifai emphasised the exemplary role of the 

efforts that Visit Flanders makes to make holidays 

accessible to everyone,’ says Visit Flanders’ CEO 

Peter De Wilde. ‘To Flanders, which is an associa-

ted member of UNWTO, it is important to cherish 

our contacts with the World Tourism Organisation. 

As a small holiday destination, we are punching 

above our weight, but our ambition makes up for 

our size.’ 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vdrf2m6vopQ

65iedereen verdient vakantie

Op 16 november 2012, werd Steunpunt Vakantieparticipatie in Istanbul, Turkije, beloond met de zilveren 
award voor innovatie door de United Nations World Travel Organization (UNWTO).  Dit agentschap maakt 
deel uit van de Verenigde Naties en promoot verantwoordelijk, duurzaam en toegankelijk toerisme. Dit 
zowel op economisch, ecologisch als op sociaal vlak. Vlaams minister van Toerisme Geert Bourgeois was 
verheugd met de UNWTO-award. 

‘Ook mensen die het niet breed hebben, hebben 

recht op vakantie en moeten tijdens een reis of 

daguitstap hun batterijen eens kunnen opladen. 

Deze award beloont het vernieuwende concept 

van samenwerking waarbij Toerisme Vlaanderen 

als motivator en tussenpersoon optreedt tussen 

enerzijds sociale organisaties en anderzijds be-

reidwillige ondernemers in de toeristische sector, 

attracties, hoteliers, vakantiecentra, die met een 

stevige korting vakantie in het bereik brengen van 

mensen met een laag inkomen.’ 

Geert Bourgeois

Vlaams minister van Toerisme, 2012

Peter De Wilde

administrateur-generaal van

Toerisme Vlaanderen, 2012

‘UNWTO secretaris-generaal Taleb Rifai beklemtoonde 

in een persoonlijk onderhoud de grote internationale 

voorbeeldwaarde van de inspanningen die Toerisme 

Vlaanderen levert om vakantie voor iedereen 

bereikbaar te maken’, zegt Peter De Wilde. ‘Voor 

Vlaanderen, dat geassocieerd lid is van UNWTO, is 

het belangrijk om de contacten met de wereldtoe-

rismeorganisatie zo nauw mogelijk aan te halen. Als 

kleine toeristische bestemming boksen we boven ons 

gewicht, maar onze ambitie maakt dat ruimschoots 

goed.’

 Bekijk het filmpje van het Forum Vakantieparticipatie 2012 op Youtube: 
                 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vdrf2m6vopQ
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Social innovation

A social innovation is an innovative response 

to an important social challenge. 

 
The Sociale Innovatiefabriek* defines an idea as social innovation if:

 - The idea offers a solution to social needs and challenges that is better than the existing solution 
because 

 - The former solution has ceased to 

 - It is top down, bottom up

 - Because it is more efficient and effective

 - The idea introduces a new or significantly improved product, service, process, method or 
organisational model

 -  Recognising an existing model that can be improved

 - Launching new ideas 

 - The idea is based on a medium to long term vision of society, or an innovatively visualized future

 - The idea can demonstrate its impact and value

 - The operational method is structurally different 

 - Definitive action is key, not just awareness-building or temporary solutions

 - There is potential to replicate or extend the idea:

 - Financially self-sufficient over time

 - Widely applicable (with eventual modifications)

 -  Open innovation (no monopolies)

* The Sociale Innovatiefabriek is focused on corporate social responsibility and social innovation, and thus supports the policy goals of the 

Flemish government to meet social challenges in a sustainable and creative fashion.

4.4.  In…ternational
 
The Holiday Participation Centre was originally created to offer day trips and holidays via holiday pro-
viders in Flanders. However, this does not mean that the Holiday Participation Centre only works wit-
hin the region. Between 2006 and 2009, the Holiday Participation Centre already was a partner in the 
European Holiday Experience project, an exchange programme with the Family Holiday Association in 
the United Kingdom, and Vacances Ouvertes in France. Holidays took place in Flanders, London and 
Paris. After these pilot projects, the FETE project was established in 2012, supported by the European 
Commission. 
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Holidays for people with very limited means

You do not have to convince the employees and members of Pasar that a holiday or 
taking a break is valuable. It is one of the key goals of Pasar to provide everyone the 
possibility to go on holiday. 

With much enthusiasm, staff members of Pasar from Ostend and Ypres organised a 
short holiday at the coast for 3 families from the British social tourism charity Family 
Holiday Association. They stayed at the comfortable and family-friendly Holiday 
Centre Ravelingen and discovered Ostend and the Westhoek. They visited the remains 
of the Atlantic wall from World War II, to Sea Life centre in Blankenberge, and in the 
Westhoek they discovered the Yser tower and listened to The Last Post.

Walter Pauwels and Isabelle Tyncke, Pasar vzw accompaniment of the trip in 2010.    

In 2012, the Holiday Participation Centre led a project that organised pilot holidays for Flemish 
youngsters with little or no international holiday experience, to Sweden, Germany and Finland. This 
project was financed by the ‘Calypso’ initiative of the European Commission, and was named FETE 
(First European Travel Experience). It was based on a cooperation between four partners: 

1. Visit Flanders, Belgium: Lead partner and coordinator
2. Jämtland Härjedalen Tourism, Sweden: partner
3. Kainuun ETU Snowpolis, Finland: partner
4. Tourism Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Germany: partner

Two pilot holidays took place: the first, from the 20th until the 26th of August 2012, in Ukkohalla, 
Finland; and the second, from the 10th until the 14th of September 2012, in Kolåsen, Sweden. The 
holidays combined active sport activities like canoeing, cross-country skiing, walking and camping 
with wellness-activities such as a visit to the sauna. All holidays took place during low season at the 
destination..

The FETE partners developed selection criteria for the participants.

Are you between 16 and 25 years old?

Have you never been abroad before?

Belgium ................................  € 850
Finland ................................  € 800
Sweden ...........................  KR 7715
Germany ..............................  € 890

Financially independent?

Maximum income head of the family 

In care?

Financially independent? 
Criteria based on income, 
education/ work, health
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In total, 14 young people participated in the holidays. 

The international FETE holidays enabled adolescents with little travelling experience to enjoy the  
positive effects of a holiday:

 - When the holiday was over, the participants testified that they discovered new, exciting experiences, 
which they would remember for life. Examples of these activities were cross-country skiing, 
canoeing, wakeboarding, building a camp, and making fire. The following testimonials emphasise 
the youngsters’ new skills and attitudes.  

‘I could not swim, but now I can! Isabel taught me. 
Everyone will be surprised when I return home!’

‘I have grown as a person – I learned to not just 
think with my brains, but with my eyes and ears as 
well’.

‘In the beginning, 
the food was a bit 
strange, but it was 
good! I had never 
thought that meat 

and berries go well 
together!’

‘I have a totally different view on nature now. In 
Belgium, nature is often kept within boundaries – here 
everything is so pure’

‘It was amazing to learn how to survive in the wild... all the things you could do with 
what you find in the woods’.

‘We live in the city and we think we have everything, but we are also missing 
something in our lives – we would never be able to survive in the wild like the 
people here do’.

‘A trip like this is a profound holiday experience to youngsters who have never been 
on holiday before. They came together as a group. They played together, played 
music, made a puzzle, talked and laughed a lot. The youngsters discovered new 
activities: canoeing, cooking on a fire they made themselves, spending the night 
in camp they built themselves, sitting in a hot tub while it is freezing outside, and 
being spoiled in the hotel… what more could they want?’ (group leader)
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‘I could not believe how far of everything we were – away from friends, from home, 
but especially from the busy cities. It was amazing to discover the silence – we just 
do not have it at home’.

 - The participants also reported that international travel has augmented their self-esteem: many told 
how proud they were of pushing their boundaries. For the vast majority, it was the first time they 
travelled by plane:

‘Just spending the night at the airport was already an 
experience on itself.’

‘The airplane was 
a bit scary… but 
exciting as well’! 

‘At first, it seemed 
so odd to go on a 

holiday abroad with 
5 people you do 
not know. But you 

do not have to think, 
just do it’.

‘When we arrived in our accommodation, I thought: this cannot be 
happening, this cannot be ours. It was so beautiful. I recorded a 
video with my cell phone to show it to my friends back home.’ 

 - Participating in the FETE-holidays led to new friendships. The participants arranged to come together 
at one of the reunion days the social organisations organised two weeks after holiday. Many of them 
wanted to stay in contact via social networks.

‘It was the best 
birthday I ever had. 

Two participants 
made a cake. We 
had so much fun!’

‘Everybody in the group was so different, but somehow we 
clicked. It was like we all contributed to the holiday’. 

‘When I will be remembering the holiday within a few weeks, 
I will especially remember the fun group of friends I met’.

‘This is such a beautiful country – 
I will do all I can to come back again’.
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The social organisation that served as a partner in the project was vzw Lejo. Lejo works with youngsters 
between 12 and 19 years old, who are socially vulnerable. Lejo aims to guarantee these adolescents 
the right to leisure and education. The organisation considers international holidays like FETE to be of 
particular value for the target group. On the other hand, travelling abroad can bring considerable bar-
riers for this group, because they often have limited travel experience. Therefore, being well-prepared 
is essential – most holidays involve home visits to all participants. Because of this, the holiday is not 
a stand-alone experience; it is a part of a broader development process.

4.5.  In…the picture: the tourism partners
 
The intense cooperation that the Holiday Participation Centre has established with the tourism indus-
try in Flanders is unique. The commitment of the tourism partners is something that is often admired 
internationally. In this part of the notebook, we present our holiday providers: where can we find these 
providers, what are their motivations to cooperate with the Holiday Participation Centre, and what do 
participants and social organisations think about the offer?

The tourism partners, with whom the Holiday Participation Centre cooperates, are spread over whole 
Flanders and Brussels. However, the province of West Flanders is most strongly represented.

70 toerisme vlaanderen - steunpunt vakantieparticipatie

De sociale organisatie die als partner fungeerde in dit project was de vzw Lejo , die al meer dan 30 jaar 
ijvert voor de belangen van jongeren tussen 12 en 19 jaar die zich in een maatschappelijk kwetsbare 
positie bevinden. Lejo wil specifiek voor deze jongeren het recht op vrije tijd en recht op onderwijs en 
vorming garanderen. Internationale reizen zoals FETE ziet de organisatie als een positieve meerwaar-
de voor hun doelgroep. Het is een spannende en opwindende ervaring voor de jongeren. Anderzijds 
vormt internationaal reizen een hogere drempel voor deze groep, omdat ze vaak weinig reiservaring 
hebben. Een goede voorbereiding is daarom essentieel. Inclusief een huisbezoek aan elke deelnemer. 
Hierdoor wordt de vakantie geen losstaande ervaring, maar een onderdeel van een breder ontwik-
kelingsproces. 

4.5.  In… de kijker: de toeristische partners
 
Het intense samenwerkingsverband dat Steunpunt Vakantieparticipatie heeft opgebouwd met de toe-
ristische sector in Vlaanderen is uniek. Het engagement van de toeristische partners is iets waarvoor 
Vlaanderen op internationaal vlak heel wat bewondering krijgt. In  dit onderdeel van het cahier stellen 
we de aanbieders voor: waar zijn deze aanbieders terug te vinden, wat zijn hun motivaties om samen 
te werken met Steunpunt Vakantieparticipatie, en wat vinden de deelnemers en sociale organisaties 
van het aanbod?

De toeristische partners waarmee Steunpunt Vakantieparticipatie samenwerkt zijn verspreid over heel 
Vlaanderen en Brussel, al is de provincie West-Vlaanderen het sterkst vertegenwoordigd:
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The steady growth of the number of holidaymakers, each with their own preferences and wishes, is 
mirrored in the large variety of holiday providers, in each category, from day trips to different types 
of holidays. 

In the category ‘day trips’, the holidaymakers can choose between museums, monuments, accompa-
nied walks, amusement parks, swimming pools and zoos. Six festivals and events are represented as 
well (for example the ice and sand sculpture festivals and music festivals.) The attractions vary from 
famous providers such as Bellewaerde Park, Plopsaland and Center Parcs, to surprising and less fa-
mous attractions, like the ‘chicken museum’ in Keiem and the ‘Barefoot walking path’ in Zutendaal. 

The holiday accommodations also vary greatly, and can be divided into different categories. First, 
there are holiday centres, holiday parks, and holiday camps – 38 accommodation providers belong in 
this category. A second category consists of youth hostels and youth accommodations–29 providers 
fit in this category. A third group are camp sites (10), and a fourth are hotels (11). A fifth category are 
self-catering accommodations, such as holiday houses and holiday apartments (12). B&B’s form the 
sixth category (5). The seventh category exists of other accommodations, such as retreats (2) and care 
centres (2). These numbers are based on the holiday brochure 2013.  

The Holiday Participation Centre thus provides a wide and diverse holiday offer for the diverse target 
groups. In the in-house booking centre, the holiday mediators always look for an appropriate holiday, 
tailor-made to the holidaymaker’s needs. The Holiday Participation Centre tries to make the offer as 
diverse as possible and it helps the holidaymaker in the search for a suitable holiday destination. 

The different types of accommodation that work with the Holiday Participation Centre all share a 
sense of social responsibility. However, the Holiday Participation Centre is aware of the differences 
between the providers, and therefore approaches each partner with an understanding for their busi-
ness type and client base. Larger holiday centres for example tend to welcome a more diverse audi-
ence, during the whole year, while small-scale accommodations often attract a more specific client 
group. The small providers also tend to find the economic benefit of the cooperation (in the form of 
increased revenue) more important. 
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In our current offer, 130 providers are recognised as Tourism for All accommodations .  The decree 
Tourism for All established new quality and safety norms for tourism accommodations. As a result, 
the Tourism for All certification has become a clearly recognisable quality label. Certified accommo-
dations can also apply for financial support for certain infrastructural improvements. 

‘Youth hostel Pulcinella considers it important to reach people who are often 
excluded from holiday taking. This does not mean that visitors via the Holiday 
Participation Centre are treated differently. The welcome and facilities are the same 
for everyone. What does make a difference is the satisfaction that our staff experience 
when people are happy. You can read from their faces that they enjoyed the time 
away from home’, says Caroline.

Caroline especially remembers last year’s Christmas Eve.  ‘That evening, we had 
people staying over via the Holiday Participation Centre. We wanted to do something 
special for Christmas Eve, prepared a delicious meal, and created a nice atmosphere. 
It became a special night and a unique experience for those people.

Caroline Decoster coordinator Youth hostel Pulcinella, January 2013

2 Holiday options refer to the formulas that are available per accommodation. A stay that offers individual holidays and group holidays, for 

example, are thus recognized for the two options.
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Organised holidays
 
Organised holidays are offered by 55 organisations – 1 of these exclusively targets adults and families, 
all other organisations offer holidays to youngsters and children, sometimes combined with an offer 
for adults and families (7 organisations). 

From these 55, 15 organisations, exclusively target people in poverty. These organisations are sup-
ported financially by Visit Flanders for organising holidays. The other organisations that offer holidays 
at a social rate, do not receive any financial support.  

Participants social-tourist organisations from a foreign origin:

Organisation Number of participants of foreign origin

Rodekruisvakanties vzw 7 participants 2,4%

Vriendschap zonder Grenzen vzw 186 participants 75%

Akindo vzw 339 participants 13,27%

Horizont vzw 13 participants 3,74%

Bizon vzw 31 participants 11,61%

Lejo vzw 102 participants 14,11%

A Place To Live vzw 45 participants 18%

Banaka vzw 43 participants 6,86%

Jeugd & Vrede vzw 93 participants 51 %

Kansen voor Kinderen vzw 43 participants 10%

Gandalf vzw 0 participants 0%

Total participants from a foreign origin 902 participants 

 - Budget and the number of volunteers in children’s camps

Some camp organisers work with the Holiday Participation Centre voluntarily, so not because they are finan-
cially supported by Visit Flanders. They source the funding to cover the discounts and staffing themselves.

In 2013, the two questions below were asked to these camp organisers:

Do you have a pre-allocated budget for the camp places that are made available via the Holiday

Participation Centre? How is the money raised? 

‘We have a ‘Gekkofonds’ (‘ghekko fund’). This foundation was created to contribute to the price of

camps for children who are otherwise not able to pay for these camps. The ‘Gekkofonds’ receives  

funding from our own organisation and from donors, from a yearly charity dinner, barbecue and

tombola. Every year, the Gekkofonds reserves €5000 for camp places that are allocated via the  

Holiday Participation Centre.’

Kindervreugd vzw, 2013
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Crefi, the youth service founded by the ‘Gezinsbond’ (union for families), organises creative holidays. 

Enthusiastic volunteers fundraise each year.  The volunteers at Crefi are creative and enthusiastic people

between 15 and 30 years old. They often went on holiday with Crefi when they were young. Later they 

were offered specialised training and now they participate in one or more of the 70 youth holidays. 

The funds that are raised are partly reserved for children that participate in holidays via the Ho-

liday Participation Centre.  One fundraising initiative, the ‘Crefi auctions’ were a huge success. 

We talk about this with Maarten Mariën, executive staff member for education at Crefi. 

Maarten: ‘In “Crefi auctions” we asked the volunteers to think about something they wanted to sell to 

other volunteers. We challenged them to come up with something they could make someone happy with.’

Volunteers could make a bid for these beautiful items, as an individual or in group. The highest bidders got a

 freshly baked apple-pie, the service of a story-writer, a stay in a holiday home in the Ardennes, a self-made 

candy tree, five kilos of waffles.  One volunteer for example auctioned himself off to play a troll for a whole day 

at another team’s holiday. We encouraged the volunteers to be creative and raised money that way.

The funds that were raised were used exclusively to cover the reductions that are offered

via the Holiday Participation Centre to children who can otherwise not travel. Maarten: 

‘the auction brought in more than expected. Therefore, more deprived children can participate 

in one of our holidays. We even put aside a part of the budget for the next years.’

The average amount that the camp organisers spend on offering reduced-price spaces for the Holiday 
Participation Centre was € 4450,95 in 2013 (N=24). This average number however hides great diffe-
rences between the providers: some have a dedicated budget of €10,000, whereas others have €500 
at their disposal. 

How many volunteers do the organisations use for the camps? 

The average number of volunteers the camp organisers used in 2013 was 558 (N=26).Again, this average 
number hides great differences. Some providers for example have 8,000 volunteers, whereas other 
organisations are smaller-scale and only use 15. 

Maarten Mariën, Crefi vzw, February 2013
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Accommodations

The average reduction that is offered by tourist partners in the accommodation sector amounted 
about 30% in 2012. 18% of the holiday providers offers a reduction of more than 50%.

Reduction holiday provider Number of holiday providers

< 10% 7%

10% - 19% 17%

20% - 29% 14%

30% - 39% 33%

40% - 49% 11%

> 50% 18%

The Holiday Participation Centre is flexible in the cooperation with holiday providers. All holiday pro-
viders offer a reduction, but they keep the final control over the pricing and the nature of the offer 
(period, number of rooms…). 

The Holiday Participation Centre is also flexible when it comes to price setting. As mentioned before, 
the reductions should be at least 30%, but there are also other forms of discount possible if the regular 
rate is already low (this especially applies to small-scale holiday stays and associations without lucra-
tive purpose. The free use of miniature golf, sheets, towels, bicycles,… illustrates this. 

The accommodation providers were asked for their motivations to cooperate with the Holiday Partici-
pation Centre, and what their main motivation is. The motivations can be separated into two groups. 
The first three – additional promotion (holiday brochure, website, newsletter, Forum Holiday Partici-
pation) for the attraction, social cooperate responsibility and extra occupancy during low season – are 
business motivations, focused on doing more or more ethical business. The last two motivations – 
‘holidays are for everyone’ and personal commitment of the management – are more personal and 
ethical motivations.

The table below compares the answers of holiday providers in 2007 with the answers of 2011.

‘Holidays are for everyone’ is the main reason to cooperate with the Holiday Participation Centre. 
This reason is considered most important. In the second place comes the obligation by the Tourism 
for All recognition. It is remarkable that economic considerations such as extra occupancy and extra 
promotion score less well in 2011 than in 2007 – this despite the on-going economic downturn in 2007, 
35% noted extra promotion to be the main motivation – the top answer together with  ‘Holidays are for 
everyone’. In comparison, only 16% responded that extra occupancy was the main motivation.   

The longer the tourism partners work with us, the more you can see 
they are behind our mission. They have experienced the satisfaction 
and gratitude of the holiday makers. They see that their efforts make a 
big difference in the lives of the participants. 

Ingrid van Hoorebeke Liaison officer tourism partners, Holiday Participation Centre 
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Corporate social responsibility is a process where organisations strive for professional and social 
improvements by adopting economic, environmental and social considerations in a systematic, 
integrated and coherent way into their business. 

Corporate social responsibility is an entrepreneurial attitude that takes into account the external 
environment of the business – which is rapidly changing. In a mobile, flexible and highly connected 
world, businesses increasingly seek the role they can play individually, to benefit themselves and 
their environment.

The   principle of quality makes us aware of the need for a constant improvement of our business, 
together with all our stakeholders. This quality implicates being socially responsible. Another 
word for this is transparency.  

A company does not only aim the continuity and profitability of the company, it also tries as 
much as possible to have a positive effect on the whole society. Therefore, the company looks at 
economic, social and environmental interests and ideas – these go further than the strictly legal 
regulations. It also listens to the outside world. Corporate social responsibility creates values.  

Should corporate social responsibility yield more than it costs? Does an entrepreneur takes 
advantage of this immediately or is it only profitable after a certain amount of time? When does 
corporate social responsibility ‘pay off’?  

It is difficult to demonstrate the relationship between costs and benefits of corporate social 
responsibility. Some entrepreneurs think it may cost more than it profits, but others think it should 
pay off financially. Whether you do it because of a strong personal involvement or because it ‘has 
to’, corporate social responsibility helps to limit some risks and to strengthen the relationship 
with the environment. On short or long term, it always pays off, in the goodwill and involvement 
of stakeholders and / or in money / profits. Corporate social responsibility is a win-win situation 
for everybody, based on cooperation. 

Social marketing is also called the social marketing concept. Just like ‘commercial’ marketing 
it has the task of promoting (bring on the market) services and / or goods (goods and services 
should be interpreted in the broadest sense of the word, material as well as immaterial. It also 
includes ideas concepts, people, companies…) and of convincing people their usefulness.    

The aim of social marketing however exceeds the principle of merely the maximisation of profits, 
which usually applies to commercial organisations. Social marketing does not ignore the principle 
of profit. It considers the principle of profit to be important, but is addresses the ‘triple bottom 
line’ of people, planet and profit.

We can state that the final goal of social marketing is about generating social profit. Social 
marketing aims a profit for society in general, for the individual and the family, for companies 
and governments.
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 Motivation Main  Motivation Main 
 2007 motivation 2007 2011  motivation 2011

Holidays are for everyone 95,0% 35,0% 62,9% 45,1%

‘Tourism for all’ recognition N/A N/A 40,5% 23,0%

Corporate social responsibility 33,0% 12,0% 31,9% 10,6%

Extra occupation 7,0% 16,0% 17,2% 8,8%

Extra promotion 47,0% 35,0% 20,7% 5,3%

Personal engagement 23,0% 2,0% 23,3% 5,3%

Other answer N/A N/A 3,4% 1,8%

I do not know I am a partner N/A N/A 2,6% 0,0%

The table above shows that ethical reasons and the conviction that everybody deserves a holiday, 
are key motivations for the tourism partners in 2011. Certain partners go even further than offering a 
social rate. Below are some good practice examples from the Holiday Participation Centre network.

The quotes below show the diversity in the offer of the Holiday Participation Centre.

We always place an information booklet about the Holiday Participation Centre 

in all our guest rooms. We think it is important that all customers know that we 

support the idea that ‘Holidays are for everyone!’

Eric and Dominique Jadoul-Gielen

Hoeve Jadoul, January 2013

Differences are enriching
‘I like people who are different, because of a disability for example. Disability is not a personal 
choice. It happens to you. Something could happen to all of us that would change our life entirely’. 
To B&B owner Dominique, people with a disability are equally welcome at their farmhouse. ‘We 
appreciate that we can mean something to people who need it,’ she says.

Challenging prejudices
Dominique was confronted by her own prejudices when she opened her doors to people on a 
low income. ‘I was afraid that our brand new rooms would be damaged. Unconsciously, I had the 
prejudice that people with social-economic difficulties would have less respect for our materials.  In 
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practice, it turned out completely differently. I even have the impression that these people respect 
our B&B more. They respect us. Because we respect them, I think.

Eric en Dominique Jadoul-Gielen

Hoeve Jadoul, January 2013

Hotel‘t Roodhof
The hotel is a partner of the Holiday Participation Centre and is a social employment initiative 
of Loca Labora, a non-profit organisation with 25 years of experience. Paul knows how difficult 
it is to reactivate people who have been unemployed for a long time and have been through a 
lot. ‘40% of my work is spent on talking to our employees. This is intensive and not always easy. 
Therefore I am twice as happy when our customers and employees are satisfied.’

Top scores
‘Our employees are highly appreciated by our customers. On the website booking.com, our 
guests rate us nine out of ten. This makes you proud, especially when you had bad grades in 
school,’ knows Paul. Scores like these challenge prejudices about social employees. The hotel 
business and the social sector do not understand each other. These are two separate worlds. Our 
people are really good ambassadors, they can build bridges between these two sectors.

Paul Vaernewyck

hotel ‘t Roodhof, March 2013         

Holiday camps at children’s farm Diggie in Brakelare a meeting place or children of all types of 
backgrounds. They experience the holiday together, meet new friends and playfully discover the 
value of diversity. The children may have a different ethnic origin, may have a disability, and may 
live in poverty. Coordinator Pieter Lapeire thinks the diversity of the group is its biggest strength.

Accessible accommodation
Diggie does everything to make its accommodation accessible to people with disabilities. ‘We 
are also working on an accessible vegetable garden, and at the end of the year, the dining hall will 
be renovated entirely,’ tells Pieter. Children with a disability can also experience a farm holiday. 
Not in a separate group, but together with other children. Children with a severe disability are 
welcome as well, together with their personal assistant if that is desired. 
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Inclusive holidays are so valuable 
‘In their daily life, most children rarely or never come into contact with disabled children. In the 
beginning, it takes some time to get used to one another, but after a couple of days, you see them 
playing together with the wheelchair. And at the end of the holiday, many new friendships have 
formed,’ says Pieter Lapeire. At Diggie, the added value of inclusive children holidays is central. 
Children with a disability open up entirely during the holiday. All children discover how they can 
get along in a fun and playful way, forgetting the differences and disabilities. 

Solidarity with children in poverty
Children from families on a low income are welcome as well. Per holiday for maximum 33 
children, Diggie offers 5 places at a social rate. Every year, approximately fifty deprived children 
experience the holiday of their lifetime. ‘We are very transparent about these reductions’, says 
Pieter. For his part, all parents may know that, thanks to their contribution, Diggie can offer this 
reduction to children in poverty.

Plenty of chances for re-integration
Diggie also has a diverse team. With a coordinator, handy man, and two social workers, Diggie 
has a small professional team. This core team is supported by a group of volunteers: in the board 
of management, during the camps, and also people who are looking for useful work experience, 
or who are doing community service. ’We also work with school students, with adolescents who 
have problems at school and with people with learning difficulties,’ says Pieter.

Finding each other’s qualities
Keeping this mix running smoothly requires a lot of attention. ‘We need to make time for every 
individual and figure out how they can contribute to Diggie and to their own lives. In the beginning, 
this is a bit of a puzzle, because everyone is different and has its own qualities. We give them a lot 
of space, so they can experiment and find out what they like and are good at,’ tells Pieter. 

Trust in organic growth
The power of solidarity. The added value of diversity. These values are incorporated in Diggie’s 
DNA. According to the coordinator, there is more room to grow. ‘I would like to see that we 
reach even more people of different ages and backgrounds. Therefore, we want to keep paying 
a lot of attention to nurturing positive working conditions and improving the infrastructure. And 
we are constantly looking for new and sustainable ways to work together. In this way, it will grow 
organically,’ concludes Pieter Lapeire.

Pieter Lapeire

coordinator Diggie vzw (provider of a group stay, day trip, 

and organised holidays, July 2013   
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Out of 50 holiday providers that frequently welcome holidaymakers via the Holiday Participation Cen-
tre, 45 indicate that they are satisfied or extremely satisfied with the Holiday Participation Centre. 
Hence, there is a general high satisfaction. 

Table: Satisfaction about the Holiday Participation Centre of the accommodations that frequently  
 receive holidaymakers via the Holiday Participation Centre (2012, in absolute numbers)

 Number of accommodations

Very satisfied 17

Satisfied 28

More or less satisfied 4

Not satisfied 1

Not satisfied at all 0
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 In conclusion

‘The beautiful stories are our motivation to keep going. 
The difficult ones are our motivation to keep improving.’

Marianne Schapmans Head of the Holiday Participation Centre



82 Visit Flanders - Holiday Participation Centre

So what does the future hold?  What will the Holi-
day Participation achieve in the next twelve years?

The ambition to ‘enable every Flemish person 
to participate in tourism’ remains topical. Steps 
were taken, results move in the right direction, 
but the part of the Holiday Participation Centre is 
by no means played out. 

The poverty numbers in Flanders do not allow 
us to rest on our laurels. The increasing child po-
verty is alarming and demands structural measu-
res. The Flemish government justly made child 
poverty a priority. All policy domains are making 
increased efforts. Companies are placing greater 
emphasis on social responsibility. Cooperation is 
needed. 

To an entrepreneur, the partnership with the Ho-
liday Participation Centre means showing social 
engagement, reaching more consumers, disco-
vering new opportunities, launching innovations 
and working on a positive image. Visit Flanders 
is delighted about the increasing interest in Cor-
porate social responsibility. The additional eco-
nomic advantages of working with the Holiday 
Participation Centre are a welcome bonus to the 
tourist partner, but are usually not the main mo-
tivation. 

Poverty is more than not having money. It is 
about exclusion and self-esteem. It is remarkable 
that a different surrounding has a positive effect 

on health, family ties and self-confidence. Some-
one who feels well, functions better. Someone 
who feels appreciated, has a positive impact on 
society. Tourism experiences can add value to so-
ciety.  The value of tourism participation has been 
evidenced widely – this value extends to people 
in poverty and to the whole of society.

77% of holidaymakers who  went on holiday via 
the Holiday Participation Centre, indicate that 
they would not participate in tourism without this 
reduction.

Everyone deserves a holiday. The broad network 
of the Holiday Participation Centre brings exper-
tise, goodwill and social responsibility together. 
Since its foundation in 2001, the Holiday Partici-
pation Centre evolved from a supply collector to a 
facilitator and cross pollinator. With 500 contracts 
with holiday providers and 1300 guiding organisa-
tions, a diverse offer has emerged to which many 
people are appealed.  A holiday is also more than 
an accommodation or attraction. Therefore, the 
Holiday Participation Centre increasingly empha-
sises the whole chain of values that lead towards 
a successful holiday experience.  The Holiday 
Participation Centre is, for example, currently 
building contacts with social restaurants, where 
holidaymakers can eat at reduced prices during 
their stay at the destination.  

Holidays are a vehicle for overcoming boundaries 
and increasing mobility. It is therefore important 

In 2013, the Holiday Participation Centre celebrates its twelfth anniversary. The platform within 
Visit Flanders has undergone some major evolution during these twelve years. The Holiday Parti-
cipation Centre has grown, has gained familiarity and has been awarded internationally. In 2001, 
the Holiday Participation Centre reached 752 people, whereas in 2012, it has offered a day trip or 
holiday to 104.931 people.
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that the Holiday Participation Centre keeps fin-
ding new partners that can make this possible for 
people in poverty.

Moreover, the Holiday Participation Centre wants 
to make full use of the possibilities of technology 
and social media. The stories from the network 
on the website offer holiday providers, holiday-
makers and other interested people the possibi-
lity to stay in touch with the latest developments 
within the platform and to find inspiration in the-
se. The Holiday Participation Centre is brimming 
with stories of people who learn, experience, ex-
periment and dream. The Holiday Participation 
Centre wants to put its news in the spotlight: not 
just to show what has happened, but also to en-
courage to think about what could happen next. 
By showing ideas, actions and results in the net-
work, day by day, all partners can gain inspira-
tion for the future, and seek support in the many 
grassroots initiatives that are already present today.

Social tourism initiatives can be classified into 
different types (see page 19). The Holiday Partici-
pation Centre is an example of an initiative within 
the participation model. It offers a standard pro-
duct to a specifically defined target group. The 
other models ‘inclusion’, ‘stimulation’, and adap-
tation occur as well in the network of the Holiday 
Participation Centre, because of the wide-ranging 
product offer by the Participation Centre.  

It is crucial that the social rates are only used by 
the people who need them. Therefore, social or-
ganisations fulfil a fundamental role as intermedi-
ary. Social organisations guarantee that the redu-
ced rates are used correctly. Social organisations 
take the responsibility for guiding and screening 
the holidaymakers appropriately. The social or-
ganisation also support holidaymakers in filling 
in the forms, preparing a holiday  and other key 
tasks. This support is crucial, because a holiday 
can seem a difficult undertaking  to people with 
limited travel experience.

Research shows that 10% of social organisations 

pay for the entire travel amount and the 80% of 
social organisations offer help in filling in the 
forms. This support is much appreciated by the 
holiday maker.

The Holiday Participation Centre now functions 
as a semi-independent platform within Tourism 
Flanders. This means that the Centre benefits 
from the credibility and authority of a regional 
government organisation, but at the same time it 
has the flexibility and freedom to pursue social 
innovation.  Its situation within the public sector 
ties the Holiday Participation closely to policy ma-
kers at a regional, national and international level. 
Simultaneously, the semi-independent status of 
the Centre allows it to operate beyond the tradi-
tional role of a regional tourism office, which are 
traditionally focused on stimulating the tourism 
sector towards (mainly international and high-
spending) visitors.

Not only the organisational context of the Holi-
day Participation Centre has changed, its role has 
also strongly evolved. The Holiday Participation 
Centre was introduced in Flanders to give social 
tourism a new lease of life, to make the concept 
socially relevant again. The national and interna-
tional recognition of the Centre are a testimony 
that this objective has now been achieved.  With 
the foundations for holiday participation in Flan-
ders now firmly in place, the Holiday Participation 
Centre can evolve from a coordinating to a more 
facilitating role – the Holiday Participation Centre 
is increasingly becoming a cross-pollinator and a 
driving force in a network where everyone is con-
tributing. The Holiday Participation Centre has 
coordinated the formation of this network and wi-
shes to strengthen it, and to encourage creativity 
in its partner organisations. It would like to en-
courage grassroots initiatives, enabling and sup-
porting partners to develop new initiatives and 
ameliorations. Co-creation,  sharing ideas and 
building on the context-specific knowledge that is 
already present in the network are key objectives 
for the Holiday Participation Centre. 

The Holiday Participation Centre is a story that is still being written after twelve years. Even though 
a lot has been changed during this time, its motivations and core values have remained the same. 
The evolution discussed in this notebook, the future plans that are made, all serve the same purpose: 
making holidays possible for people in poverty. Because holidays are for everyone.
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